
        
            
                
            
        

    About the Author
Eddie Saint went to school in Liverpool in the 1980s. After working in a variety of jobs he decided it was time to get a degree and do something a bit more grown up. He got a Masters in Philosophy and Social Theory from Warwick University and spent the next twenty years teaching everything from A-level down to Reception, with time off to raise his own kids. After collecting the full set of school year groups, and sending a school bear into space, he decided it was time to stop teaching and try something else instead. He currently lives and writes in a Yorkshire market town with his wife and six chickens. He still hasn’t given up on the idea of one day doing something a bit more grown up.




Vote
at
Toad Hall
EDDIE SAINT
 





Vote at Toad Hall
Copyright © 2019 by Eddie Saint.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organiza- tions, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Book and Cover design by Daisy Allen and Hornworm Press
First Edition: August 2019
10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1




The LEAF League (Liberty, Equality And Friendship), a democratic organisation set up to uphold peace, security and good trade links between different regions of The Valley. Inaugurated in the Treaty of Wild Wood (1977).
- from Badgernet.com

‘He lies like an eyewitness’ - old Fox proverb




Chapter One

 
AS SECRETS GO, the one Tony Mole had was a whopper. It was a secret so huge that just knowing it could get you killed.
The only trouble was, it wasn’t his.
He sat in his darkened office and fired up his email account.
‘Sorry, JJ,’ he muttered under his breath, ‘but a trouble shared, and all that…’
His email was short.
To: Jay J Cottontail
Subject: Hornworm
Hi JJ,
I’ve got something I know you’ll like. It’s big. Bigger than anything you’ve seen before.
Meet me.
T.
He attached a single page of text and hit ‘Send’.




Chapter Two

 
TARQUIN TOAD THE Third stood at the ornately marbled urinal and contemplated his lot in life. When most animals his age were still staring down a seemingly endless tunnel of mortgage repayments and school fees, ‘Triple T’ (a nickname that had stuck with him since his Prep days) was already set for life. Inheriting a considerable fortune from his recently deceased father certainly helped, but he liked to think that was just the juicy fly on top of his personal gilded lily pad.
He was already very successful in his own right. Being Prime Minister of the Wild Wood Parliament meant that he had no more money worries. He had the house, the car, the security team - he was the big splash he had always wanted to be. And then there were the doors that the job would open to him when he finally moved on. A seat on a board here, an executive post there, maybe even a lucrative stint on the after dinner circuit.
‘Oh yes,’ he thought to himself as he placed a dry, leathery hand on the cool, marble shelf above the urinal, ‘Triple T, you have become quite the Wart King.’
And yet, something did not sit right with him. He felt like he should be happy and carefree, with the world at his feet, generously taking the applause from a grateful electorate. So why did he feel deflated, flat, like a popped bottle of champers that’s been left unpoured by the pool for too long?
‘What am I missing?’ he asked of his reflection in the mirror opposite. ‘Why doesn’t this feel like success?’
His words drifted into the chemically fragranced air of the washroom, drowned out by the sound of his expensively filled bladder firing at the blue disinfectant cube sitting by the drain hole of the porcelain bowl. In mild frustration he flicked the dog end of his cigar into the urinal, where it hissed out a brief, damp death.
‘Why does it seem like I bust a gut every day but I don’t feel…’ He rummaged around in his expensively educated mind’s innermost corners for the mot juste to capture how he felt, and then it came to him...
‘...respected?’
Yes, that seemed to get to the heart of it. All the hard work he did for others, making sure Wild Wood ran smoothly. Then each day some papers would run stories about how annoyed folks were with him. Granted it wasn’t everyone who had that view. He still had support from his core voters at least, and the ‘proper’ papers. But some folks in his own party, even from his own alma mater, curled their lips when they greeted him in the chamber these days. Couldn’t they see that he was their best chance of getting things done? Or, at the very least, of keeping the riff-raff out of power.
He settled into his flow, satisfied at least that he had found the spanner that was causing his morose mood.
What you need is a legacy!
The idea came to him like it was on the wings of a guardian angel.
‘Of course!’ he exclaimed to his own reflection. ‘I need to leave my mark for posterity!’
His delight at having hit upon a nifty solution to his pique was tarnished only by the dawning realisation that his ‘inner voice’ had spoken with a rather common, almost boozy timbre.
At that moment, a door behind him squeaked open and a familiar, if not entirely welcome, form oozed out of a cubicle and sidled up to the marble sinks on his right.
‘Sorry, mate,’ said the ruddy faced figure. ‘Didn’t mean to interrupt your, er…, erudite flow, as it were, but you sounded like you couldn’t see the wood for the trees.’
Toad raised his head, pulled his shoulders down, puffed out his chest and fixed a patient smile on his wide lips before turning to give the newcomer a courteous, if supercilious, nod of greeting.
‘Oliver Weasel, what an… unexpected surprise!’
‘Yeah, sorry, and all that. I know this jakes is for Parliament members only but, well, I was here on business and then the urge just took me. Might have been a bad pint in the Parliament bar. Fancy foreign stuff plays havoc with my insides sometimes…’
Toad nodded politely, as he had learned to do whenever confronted with creatures from lower social backgrounds. Oliver Weasel he had known for some time. An unpolished sort, from a second rate private school, who he’d often seen on the fringes of various business dealings but had never quite worked out what his reason for being there was. He looked like a chancer, a gambler, a social wannabe. The sort one might not mind giving a bit of helpful advice to, but from whom one would always withhold any sniff of an invite to one’s private club.
‘You know, maybe its fate that gave me that bad pint,’ said Weasel.
Toad buttoned up his trousers and moved to join Weasel at the sinks.
‘How so?’ he asked.
‘Well, me and some of the lads down the boozer were just talking about you last night, on account of you only having a week left in office. We were wondering where you’d come in the list of successful Prime Ministers.’
Toad’s interest was snagged, but he tried to keep a disinterested look on his large, round face.
‘Oh I see. Do folks really do that? Put politicians in order, I mean.’
‘ ’Course we do, ’course we do! It is one of our favourite conversations. Best striker, best racing driver, best politician. Always at it, we are.’
‘And, if you don’t mind my asking... where, pray tell, did your ‘chums’ place me on their list?’
‘You? Tarquin Toad the Third? Triple T himself? Oh you were good, sir. I had you top, sir. Giving everyone free, fast broadband and Digital Voting was what tipped the scales for me. But the lads…’
‘Yes?’
‘Well… Slippery Dave said you lose points for taking us into the financial crash. Don’t get me wrong, sir. I put him straight. I told him that wasn’t your fault. It was the LEAF League, no doubt about that, and it was you, sir, you who pulled us out of it.’
Toad knew when he was having his pride massaged, but he liked it. Dash it all he deserved it. Weasel was half right. He hadn’t got Wild Wood into that mess, well not really, and he had worked really hard to make sure all the businesses got back on their feet.
‘What I think might convince Slippery Dave though,’ continued Weasel, ‘is if you used your Free Hit to give us a Vote on leaving the LEAF League altogether.’
‘My ‘Free Hit’?’ Toad was momentarily taken aback. Every outgoing Prime Minister got to make one gesture to mark their time: an exhibition, a bridge, a festival. Something along those lines. But membership of the LEAF League? That was of a much bigger magnitude! Still, he thought, it would mean I was remembered, and LEAF League membership had been a running sore in Wild Wood politics for some time. It had been a great advantage for many years, overseeing peace and economic growth for the whole region, but not everyone understood how useful it was.
‘I know some folks say it’s been nothing but trouble for us since we joined,’ Weasel continued, ‘and if there is one thing Slippery Dave hates more than bankers its faceless, unelected bureaucrats telling us what to do. That’s not my view, you understand. But Slippery Dave, well… he takes some convincing.’
‘Do you know what, Oliver?’ said Toad, putting on his next most sincere smile. ‘I do believe that ‘bad pint’ was a stroke of luck. You are right. I will use my new Digital Voting mechanism to put it to all the animals of Wild Wood before I leave office. I’ll explain to them how useful the LEAF League really is, then let them vote on the facts. My legacy will be to help folks finally see, once and for all, how great it is to be part of the LEAF League!’
WHAT CAN YOU do if folks keep trying to kill you? It’s a question Rabbits have faced forever, but that’s not much use to me.
I know that back in the old warren days there would have been a maze of bolt holes and exit runs, with sentries on higher ground to warn of danger.
But not anymore.
These days Rabbits live in houses, like every other animal, and food comes pre-packed from the shops. No need to worry about being eaten by the Weasel next door, the Cat on the corner or the Foxes coming down from the forest hills.
And yet every day I still live in fear for my life.
When you are a freelance journalist and you dig a little too deep in the wrong back gardens it shouldn’t come as a surprise when some creatures take offence. And if you also hack into the Wild Wood Security Service… well, maybe I’ve just been asking for trouble.
Perhaps if you knew why I did it you might forgive me for snooping around where I shouldn’t. I’m a small-time investigative journalist. I don’t like to see powerful folks get away with stuff just because they can control the news cycle. So I run my own blog and shine a light on all the shady things I can find that don’t make it into the mainstream press. I get some traction, a moderate following, plenty of ‘shares’. I also get a lot of heat, but I guess that just means I must be doing something right.
The proper mistake I made, however, was with my brother, Dug. All I did was go looking for him. He worked for the Security Service. He was one of the good guys… and then three months ago he just disappeared. So I went to find him.
Carelessly.
Someone high up in the Government must have got wind of me because they came at me with everything. I just about managed to escape with my tail intact.
Which is why you find me in The Ends.
So, welcome to my patch…
Get your phone out and search online for a map of Wild Wood. Zoom in to the main city and follow the river downstream, past the mansions, the Grand Parliament offices clustered around Toad Hall, the Financial District and the old Dockland Hub.
You still with me?
Ok.
Dive down lower, into the network of terraced streets they call The Ends, and look for a minor tributary south of the river that borders a small green square with terraces around it.
Got it?
Good.
Now jump down to street level and stand at the north west corner of that square, on the banks of the stream. The café you see there is Chandler’s, run by Mother, a gem of an Otter with greying hair who has been there longer than anyone can remember.
Mother can be found in Chandler’s every morning, but on the morning Weasel sent his Top Secret memo (that no one is supposed to know about but everybody does), the same morning that Tony Mole sent me his careless e-mail, and the very day that idiot of a Prime Minister, Tarquin Toad the Third, kicked off the Referendum that made me have to write all this down in the first place… on that morning, standing next to Mother and helping with the early rush, was me. Jay J Cottontail: young Rabbit, freelance journalist and Enemy of The State.
You could walk in to Chandler’s any time during that early morning rush to pick up the story, but you wouldn’t see much of interest until I open my laptop, after I’ve served my final customer. If you like, start with him. He’s got nothing much to do with what happened that week, but he’s easy on the eye.
In that case, you find me serving a good looking Squirrel: red fur, pristine white down his front, nice manicure and a killer tail. Take your time. Linger if you want. He doesn’t feature again.
Ok. That’s probably enough.
‘I’ll bring it over,’ I said, turning to tamp a fresh grind of coffee and trying to check my reflection in the chrome of the old machine.
‘Cool,’ said the Squirrel distractedly (so, so cool), staring at his phone as he shuffled between tables to an empty seat.
‘Rude,’ said Mother quietly, sidling up to me with a raised eyebrow.
‘It’s just some folks these days, Mother. I don’t take it personally.’
‘Well, manners don’t cost a whole heap of oysters, that’s all I’m saying.’
I finished making the pin-up Squirrel’s flat white and turned to Mother.
‘Mind if I clock off now? Looks like the rush is over.’
Mother smoothed down her white apron and shone a bright smile at me.
‘Sure, Jay. I’ve got this. Shall I bring you a milky?’
I smiled and nodded. She’s cool, is Mother. One of the nicest creatures you could hope to meet. I was lucky to find her, as a boss and a landlady. I’ll tell you more about her later, but for now you just need to know that she let me finish my shift, so I delivered that coffee to the hot Squirrel, took off my apron and settled myself down at a table in the window.
I’d been at Chandler’s three months, ever since leaving home and heading down river. My Doe and Buck took a while to get used to the idea, especially since it was just after Dug disappeared. I told them I was doing that thing every animal of a certain age needs to do. That was easier than saying I was wanted by The State. I think my folks are ok with it now, I just hope they don’t read this story, or they’ll know what sort of scrapes I’ve got myself into.
Someone rather important told me that you, dear reader, would never believe this story; in fact he is banking on it. He said it was too far-fetched, and he was probably right. But I have to give you a chance of believing it, don’t I? So I’m going to be as honest as I can be with you, even if that means I end up looking a bit of a bunny.
Ok, Confession Number One: I’m a bit OCD. Just a bit. I love routine. Not in a crippling, can’t-leave-the-house-without-worrying kind of way, but I have my little things I like to do, and I always find it difficult to catch up if my morning routine gets messed up. Since I set off all those alarms and had to hide down here in The Ends, that has meant sitting in the morning sun in the window after my shift is over, eyes closed, ears pulled back, soaking up the rays on my neat, grey fur before I get down to my research for the day.
‘Always begin with a settled mind,’ Dug used to tell me.
Pain in the tail to share a bedroom with, but he taught me all I know about sneaking into networks unseen (or annoyingly, in the case of the Wild Wood Security Service, ‘seen’).
I breathed in.
I breathed out.
And in…
And out…
Once I was settled and I’d stoked up my Vitamin D, I opened up my laptop…
…and froze!
A faint, beery aroma wafted under Toad’s nose as the toilet door closed behind Oliver Weasel.
Alone with his thoughts he realised he had a new spring in his step. This was perfect! A chance to prove himself the master statesman. To use his craft to speak to the common animals as if he were one of them, convince them of the merits of remaining part of the LEAF League, and then to bestow upon them the chance to rededicate their country to the League. Yes, that would do it! Then he could retire in style, content that Slippery Daves up and down Wild Wood would have no choice but to put him top of the political tree.
He’d given them all fast, free broadband. He’d introduced Digital Voting. Why not put it to the test? If all went according to plan he could leave the Prime Minister’s office at the end of the week riding high on the triumph of a victorious campaign. He would forever be remembered as the Toad who finally convinced the animals of Wild Wood that their futures lay in the security and prosperity that only membership of the LEAF League could bring!
Yes, everything in Toad’s personal pond was coming up lilies.
At that moment, a large, black fly landed on the rim of the urinal he had just left. Primitive instinct took over and made him freeze. Keeping his gaze fixed straight ahead his peripheral vision kicked in, carefully judging angle and distance. It is not that he was still hungry. Lunch in The Trough had been back to its boozy best, from the pig cheek starter to the millionaire shortbread square with the final coffee. But a big juicy fly took him back to his childhood days.  He took aim and fired out his tongue, a weapon that had seen him win and then retain the school fly title in his final two years before going up to University.
Slooop! The sticky pad on the end of his tongue, travelling at incredible speed, hit its mark. Bingo!
Only… something wasn’t quite right. A lazy black fly drifted past his eyes and made its way safely into a cubicle. At just the same time the taste sensations from the sticky pad made their unwelcome way up to Toad’s brain: cigar ash, toad urine, disinfectant. His shoulders slumped, and he sighed.
‘One more week and I can retire to my caravan,’ he thought to himself. ‘One more week…’
When you need to go into hiding, there’s no point doing it in half measures, like an ostrich. You really need to wipe your tail feathers off the face of the map.
After I triggered those alarms hacking into the Wild Wood Security Service, The Ends was about the safest place I could find. Sure, it was home to a shady crew of petty criminals, but once they saw that Mother had taken me under her wing it was like getting a royal seal of approval. From that moment on I had eyes and ears everywhere, a red-hot early warning system if anyone from up river started getting too close.
Even with Mother’s seal of approval I couldn’t just freeload though. Everyone in The Ends has something to give back. Turns out being able to hack a phone so it stays off grid is a Grade A skill around these parts. Who knew?
Anyway, The Ends was just my ‘real life’ hideaway.
I had to wipe my whole digital self too. Drastic, I know, but not as bad as getting tracked down online. No point leading the Jack Russells right to my warren entrance, eh?
So, when I opened my laptop that sunny morning and saw an email waiting for me it gave me quite a shock. Not least because I no longer have any e-mail accounts.
The message was short.
To: Jay J Cottontail
Subject: Hornworm
Hi JJ,
I’ve got something I know you’ll like. It’s big. Bigger than anything you’ve seen before.
Meet me.
T.
So I freaked. Well, wouldn’t you?
I stared at the words on my screen for some seconds, willing them to make sense. I had no idea who ‘T’ could be, or what ‘Hornworm’ meant, and as for ‘meet me’? How was I supposed to do that, even if I wanted to?
I realised that, looked at in a certain way, the e-mail sounded a bit pervy, so I did a bit of rummaging in the code to see what it could tell me. I don’t know how deep your computer skills go, but mine are pretty hot, and let me tell you: there’s only so many ways you can get an e-mail to appear on someone else’s computer uninvited, and Dug had taught me how to unmask them all.
Except one, it transpired.
I let that ride. At least it meant I was dealing with a pro, not some creepy bedroom cowboy who had downloaded a book of hack skills and got lucky. Not very comforting, but any knowledge is better than none, I guess.
The message itself was giving me nothing. It came with an attachment, but I’m too smart to open things I’m not sure about, so all in all it seemed like I’d have to just stick it in spam and forget about it. Except…
The knowledge that someone had been smart enough to send me an e-mail when I don’t have an account, and had managed to cloak their trail so I couldn’t follow them back… that all said I should take it seriously. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more worried it made me. This was someone who knew all of Dug’s tricks and then some. At the very least that made ‘T’ a spy, or worse.
As a journalist I’ve had a lot of success trusting my nose, and what my whiskers were telling me was that, whichever way I looked at it, the ‘Hornworm’ message was bad news.
So I figured I had three options: ignore it; hide; or run. As it turned out, there was a fourth…
IVAN THE FAIRY tapped out a short message on his keyboard and sent it out into the ether.
While he waited for a response he contemplated the day he was having and decided that, since he’d had many strokes of luck once the clang of the bell had woken him early, today was almost a happy day.
He had not had his breakfast spat in, no chair that he had sat on had been whisked away from him at the last moment, no one had made fun of his size, or his weight, or his calliper. He had even got to sit in one of the best seats in the Computer Room, only two rows from the radiator, for the best part of the afternoon. He weighed those strokes of luck against the two biggest burdens that were his daily affliction and decided that, on balance, this was indeed, almost a happy day.
New recruits in the Fox Special Force got to choose their code name. It could be anything. It was their one chance to personalise the experience. They got to shout it out in the Naming Parade and then that was their new Army name forever. He had chosen ‘Ivan’, after the author of the book his uncle had given him when he started. And everyone knew that an ‘Ivan’ had to have a ‘the…’ after it.
He had weighed up his options for the final name. ‘Terrible’ had a certain menacing quality to it, but it had already been taken. ‘Scary’ was still up for grabs though.
‘Ivan the Scary.’ He had run the name around in his head. He liked it. It was a real soldier’s name. But something wasn’t quite right with it. He couldn’t help but wonder: was it really him? He was more about playing by the rules. Root out a transgressor and confront them with the full weight of the Rule Book. Yes, that was more his style. Maybe he could be ‘Ivan the Fair’? But then again, wasn’t soldier training all about improving yourself? If he thought of himself as ‘Scary’ then maybe, one day, that was what he would become.
On the morning of the Naming Parade he was still undecided which way to go with the whole name thing. ‘Scary’ or ‘Fair’? ‘Fair’ or ‘Scary’? Even when it came to his row’s turn and the new recruits to his left began calling out their new names, one after the other, Ivan was still unable to pin down his favoured option. It was a big decision. Whatever he shouted out he’d be stuck with forever.
No amount of pleading with the boss in a private meeting after the dust had settled on the Naming Parade would make him bend the rules and let Ivan change his selection. ‘Can’t have one rule for my nephew and another for the rest,’ his uncle had said. ‘Fair’s fairy.’
And that shines a light on Ivan the Fairy’s second burden. When your uncle is also the President you sometimes get preferential treatment, although it is not always the sort you might want. In that place it just meant he had to work harder to earn respect.
He sat back in his almost warm seat and waited for a reply to his message. To pass the time he took out the book his uncle had given to all the new recruits: ‘Play to Win’ by Ivan the Whys. (As a philosopher, Ivan the Whys was always asking questions, and his most common question was, ‘Why?’ During his early adult years this used to annoy a lot of folks back in his village, who thought that at some point the answer ‘Just because!’ should suffice. It would certainly mean they’d then get another pair of paws helping to bring the harvest in.)
Ivan turned to page one and began to read…
WHILE I WAS considering my options vis a vis getting a million miles away from whoever or whatever ‘Hornworm’ and ‘T’ were, a second blow landed. Pinging onto my desktop came a ‘Friend Request’ for the RootShoot account I hadn’t used much in school and never since. That morning I swear it was like my laptop had turned against me.
Confession Number Two: I haven’t got much willpower. Yes, I know it was just a little red area of pixels on my screen, but it looked so enticingly clickable. Despite the business with the Hornworm message, I’m not sure I could have resisted that red dot’s addictive charms. Not then. Not ever. I took a step closer to it by opening up RootShoot, and there it was again, like I knew it would be, glaring at me from the home screen, daring me to click it.
‘Bog off!’ I said to the red dot, but it didn’t.
This is maybe a good time to get Confession Number 3 off my chest. I used to be a real potty mouth. Pretty much every adjective I used was a swearword. Mother made me give it up though. Told me grown-ups didn’t need to swear, especially ones who want to make a living writing words. It’s a condition of staying with her. I try.
That red dot just stared at me, goading me to step back into my old life. There was no way I was going to. I had closed the door on my old digital life, and a butterfly can’t crawl back into a chrysalis, right? But it did intrigue me…
‘Everything ok?’ said Mother, delivering another milky coffee. She has a habit of turning up at times of difficulty or emotional crisis. You get used to it.
I gave a quick smile, but the tension in my face stopped it sticking around.
‘Um…ta,’ was all I managed. Quite the conversationalist.
Mother nodded and smiled then skated back across the room, picking up empties as she went. She knew better than to interfere with my headstrong bid for independence.
I breathed in.
I breathed out.
And in…
And out…
Then I made a decision.
‘It can’t do any harm just to see who it is,’ I convinced myself, and gave in to that naughty red dot’s addictive charms.
The name that came up was a genuine killer:
‘Buck Wildheart?’
I mean, was that even real? I ran it around in my head, trying to remember seeing him sitting at a school desk. Nothing rang any bells. I’d like to think I’d remember a name like that. Three months isn’t really that long.
I let the request slide. You get some wild characters trying their luck sometimes, and I reckon I was born suspicious. Either way, I figured, since I actually had RootShoot open for the first time in a bazillion weeks, it wouldn’t do any harm to snoop on my old school friends. I had cut all ties with my ‘up river’ life, but a part of me quite liked the idea of trying on that old skin and imagining what life would have been like if I’d stayed. I wasn’t going to join in, obviously, just drift through their conversations, like a ghost.
I tracked down some of my old friends discussing a sci-fi convention.
LENNY:  Hey, maybe when we get there we can hit the Carrington 5ive stand?
ALEX:  ‘Carrington 5ive, we’re losing contact. You are on your own. Say hello to the universe for us…’
LENNY:  Da-DA-da-da-DAAAA!
JENNY: Top, top show that, guys! I’m with Lenny. Let’s do that first.
LENNY:  Hey, talking of ‘losing contact’, what ever happened to Jay’s brother Dug? He was the first to get me into C5ive.
JENNY:   Or Jay, come to think of it???
I have to admit, it was a bit of a shocker seeing my name come up on the screen. It made my nose twitch, and not because there was something on the breeze, but because, inside, it felt like little pin pricks were jabbing my nostrils. Then the screen blurred slightly, and when I blinked a tear rolled down one cheek. Soppy or what? (That’s Confession Number Four, I guess). It caught me totally by surprise but I have to say it was one of the loveliest feelings I’d had since I’d left the old place: they remembered me. Maybe I’m not as emotionally bullet proof as I like to think I am.
When I got back to the screen they had moved on from old sci-fi fan chat.
ALEX:  Didn’t they both go down river?
LENNY:  Not sure.
JENNY:  Hey, what about Gilmore? Where did she get to?
I stayed with the conversation for a while longer as they moved on to other former classmates at Potts Farm School: Gilmore with the gammy leg; Trotter and his bassoon; Blaze and her practical jokes. I lapped it all up. It felt almost as good as soaking up the warm sun. It even took my mind off the mysterious Hornworm for a while.
It didn’t, however, banish the ridiculously named Buck Wildheart from my thoughts. After hearing all those names from my recent past, surely one of them should have helped pull Buck out of my memory. But no. There was a big fat zero on that score. I was still suspicious of him but, and here I refer you back to ‘Confession Number Two’, I did feel the need to find out more about him. I decided to take it to the next level…
Opening his profile it was apparent that Buck had certainly done well for himself, in one sense at least. He did not come across as a shy Dog, starring as he was in a dozen photos, each one a variation on the theme of showing his ripped, canine physique to some glamorous, if underdressed, creature. His recent posts were interesting too. All in favour of the Dogs’ new President.
At least that made it all clear. ‘Buck’ was a fake account. It was one of the first things Dug had taught me, in a lesson that could have been entitled ‘How to spot the bots: LESSON ONE - Pictures and Posts.’ Buck’s ‘Friend Request’ was just spam. The hunk in the pictures was real, somewhere, but whoever made the profile had just lifted some pictures off the web and chosen a cool name. Chances were, if you could trace the creature tapping away on Buck’s keyboard they’d turn out to be Mountain Goat, or Pole Cat or, most likely, Fox.
At that point I relaxed. Buck wasn’t some old friend trying to reel me back in. It looked for all the world like he’d just picked me up in a phishing drag net. I figured it was just a coincidence. His ‘Friend Request’ was probably sitting in thousands of other profiles right then too. Maybe even Lenny, Jenny and Alex had one.
The toned Mr Wildheart had been a diversion, but finding a bot can be an annoying reality check. The spell had been broken, and I was back out of my ‘old friends’ bubble. And that spam request reminded me that Hornworm was still out there, on my tail.
IT HAD BEEN two hours since he had sent his last communication, and still no reply. Ivan began to wonder if his target had just been fooling around with that last e-mail. This could have been his big break. His chance to earn promotion out of the Computer Room. It still could be. He resolved to wait another hour until his shift finished, before taking it upstairs.
There were several ‘Animals of Interest’ in Wild Wood that the Fox Special Force kept tabs on. Some were better hidden than others but all of them used the internet in one way or another, and, as Ivan the Whys put it, ‘The patient Fox will always eat, eventually.’
Ivan the Fairy had been assigned a folder with twelve Animals of Interest in it. Holly Berry had died within two weeks of Ivan starting work. Not, Ivan was fairly certain, his fault. Ash Key and Beech Nut appeared to be genuine Wild Wood Service agents and had always been quite chatty, but careless in the way they encrypted their messages, so Ivan had been able to proudly send some ‘intel’ ‘upstairs’ on a fairly regular basis. But that was it. His other AoI’s were silent. Not as silent as Holly Berry, but only just.
There were several ways to get yourself onto one of the Fox Special Force ‘watch lists’. Right near the top of the pile was ‘searching-for-a-top-secret-codeword’. The Mole, known as Oak Leaf, had made that transgression. He hadn’t made any more waves for at least eight months, but then four weeks ago he had surfaced again, sniffing around codeword ‘HORNWORM’. Ivan was sure that amounted to ‘intel’, so he had taken it straight ‘upstairs’ and some of the most important alarms had started ringing. The order came back downstairs that he was to keep a permanent eye on Oak Leaf and note everything he sent, if he ever surfaced again.
Ivan had stuck to his task and waited. He read and re-read ‘Play to Win’. He played chess against the computer. He rearranged the icons on his desktop.
Wait. Wait. Wait.
A patient Fox.
That morning, when the next contact finally came through, it had given him more questions than answers. He now had an extra name on his list. Nevertheless, the logic of the Computer Room was fairly easy to figure out, even for Ivan the Fairy. If you got ‘intel’ and sent it straight ‘upstairs’ you got a pat on the head and a long wait on a cold chair. If, on the other hand, you held on to your ‘intel’ and tried to use some initiative… Well, you stood the chance of getting out of the Computer Room and into a Task Force. There, the work was not too dissimilar to the Computer Room work, but the seats were more comfortable and it definitely meant that you were ‘working your way through the ranks’. That was what his uncle had done, and now look at him: top of the tree!
So Ivan had held on to his ‘intel’, used his initiative, and gone searching for the new name: ‘Jay J Cottontail’. The Friend Request had been sent. Now all he needed was the reply and he could take that ‘upstairs’ and kiss goodbye to Computer Room duty.




Chapter Three

 
THE AIR IN The Stump sat, fat and stale, over the assembled evening clientele, as if reluctant to go outside.  A jumble of animals sat or stood in twos and threes, their conversation mostly calm and indistinct, but punctuated by the occasional outburst of laughter from the group of city traders crammed around two tables in the centre of the room, who seemed intent on making sure everyone else was aware that their bonuses were flowing again.
Behind the bar a white Horse was patiently drying a pair of pint glasses. He placed them delicately on a shelf, then he turned around to the Stoat at the bar who had just downed his whiskey.
‘Refill?’ he asked. The Stoat nodded.  Next to him a breathless Weasel arrived and slipped his hand inside a jacket pocket.
‘I'll get these, princess. You need to look after the pennies.’ Then to the landlord he said, ‘Do me a pint first though, Jeff, eh? My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.’
Oliver Weasel watched thirstily as the white Horse pulled a pint of real ale.
‘That’ll be twelve seventy,’ the Horse said. Weasel took a twenty out of the wallet and handed it over.
‘Cheers, Jeff. Keep the change.’
‘Thanks very much sir. Don’t mind if I do,’ said the landlord, and tinkled the change into the tips glass.
‘Hey, wait a minute!’ said the Stoat, suddenly aware something wasn’t quite right if Weasel was tipping the landlord. He patted his jacket pockets. ‘That’s my wallet!’
Weasel held up the ill-gotten wallet and, with a gesture of good-natured tomfoolery, handed it back to his friend.
‘Norman, Norman, calm down. I wasn’t going to keep it.’
The Stoat took the wallet, with a huff reserved for an old friend who, while being tremendous fun to be around, could also be an undeniable pain in the tail.
‘Well, anyway, I would have bought you a drink if you’d asked.’
‘I know that, my old friend. So no harm done, eh?’
‘I just think you should have asked first, that’s all’
‘Alright princess. You are right.’
‘You know I am. It’s not fair to take other folks’ money just like that.’
Weasel spread his arms wide and gestured to The Stump’s clientele, all suited and booted with their pay cheques from the City.
‘Not so loud, eh? How do you think this lot get their money?’
Touché, thought Stoat.
‘It’s ok taking something that isn’t yours,’ Weasel continued, ‘just so long as you don’t get caught. And if you do get caught make sure it is too late and you’ve spent the cash.’
The two old friends propped up the bar and settled down to their drinks.
‘Anyway, Stoatey, me old mate. I reckon this time next year you’ll have enough money to buy a whiskey brewery.’
‘It’s a ‘distillery’, you do know that, right? Whiskey is a distilled spirit.’ Stoat would run through a brick wall for his friend but he did sometimes wonder if Weasel wasn’t just buttoned up at the back.
‘Well, you can buy one of them too!’ Weasel took a deep swig from his pint and let out a loud, satisfied burp. ‘Did you see the memo I fired off this morning?’
‘I’ve been busy all morning,’ Stoat replied, sheepishly.
‘Well, not to worry. You can see it now.’
Weasel flourished Stoat’s phone (How does he keep managing to do that? thought the hapless Stoat). It was open on a CryptoChat group page. At the top was a message called ‘Hi guys!’ with an attachment of Weasel’s memo. It read:
Memo
From: Oliver Weasel
To: Premium Level Investors
Security Level: Full encryption - For Your Eyes Only
Been having a think.  The LEAF League is so powerful it really does my nut. Every time we find a financial loophole they try to close it. How is an honest Weasel supposed to make a living up against that? Or me, even? So anyway, I’m not the most tech savvy tool in the box, but I’ve got a good nose for skulduggery, and I’ve seen one or two elections around the world starting to come up trumps, if you get my drift. My nose tells me there may be more than old fashioned debate swaying the voters, am I right? Anyway, happy if you put me straight, don’t mean to tread on toes and all that, but if any investor wants to help speed up the demise of The League (you didn’t see me write that, ok?) then so be it. Admittedly, a few laws may be broken in the process, but, hey, laws can always be changed… or paid off.
All memos and traces of conversations should be hidden, as per. I propose setting up a group on CryptoChat. Let me know ASAP if you want to be in on a working party for finding pro-active ways to undermine The League.
I’m off to try and give old Toad a push.
Down the hatch!
W
Underneath there were two newer messages. Stoat looked at the names on the messages and did a double take.
‘Is that…?’ he asked, pointing to the first name.
Weasel nodded a slow, satisfied grin.
‘And… this? I mean, really?’ he said, looking at the second name.
Weasel sat back on his bar stool, folded his arms and put on a most self-satisfied grin.
‘And that’s not the best bit,’ said Weasel. He took his own phone out of his pocket and showed Stoat the headline news on the WWBC homepage. ‘I had a little chat with old Triple T this lunchtime, and he’s only gone and fallen for it!’
Stoat took in the headline and scanned the first paragraph. His mouth slowly gaped open.
‘You..? He really…? Well!’
He looked at his old friend with a mixture of fear and admiration.
‘So, no time to waste,’ said Weasel, flicking back to the CryptoChat message. ‘You take the Dog and I’ll handle the Fox. Are you in?’
Stoat steadied himself and took in the massive new plan Weasel had just laid before him. He himself was being given the task of explaining the Referendum plan to Tommy Pincer, multi-billionaire and bankroller of Dog Party candidates. That was no small job in itself, but it paled into nothing when put up against Weasel’s mission: to enlist the help of President Vulpine himself, ruler of the entire Fox nation from the Eastern Forests to the Valley’s edge.
As Stoat stared into the middle distance, trying to take in everything he had just found out, Weasel did a singularly unusual thing. Raising his right paw to attract the landlord’s attention he said, ‘Two more, when you’re ready Jeff. And have one yourself. My round!’
A CATERPILLAR OF
the Tobacco Moth is called a Tobacco Hornworm. A Hornworm is easy to identify, resembling as it does a very large, bright green caterpillar with seven white stripes on its flank that look like cigarettes. It also has two red ‘horns’. Considerably larger than most caterpillars, a single Hornworm can destroy an entire, mature tomato plant in just two days.
- from Badgernet.com
I had spent much of the afternoon researching ‘Hornworm’ from every angle, but I just couldn’t find anything that helped me unpick that message. Was it something to do with size? Destructive power? Nothing I came up with felt quite right.
By early evening I was starting to see Hornworm caterpillars every time I closed my eyes. Hence the decision to give my mind a break by digging deeper into my hunky, would-be friend Buck Wildheart.
I could take or leave the canine eye candy, but I figured it would be fun to track the request back to source. The ‘back-track’ protocol was a nifty bit of code Dug had taught me. He was full of surprises, that brother of mine. I mean, one minute he’s sitting on my head and gassing me ‘til I nearly puke, and the next thing you know he’s passing on all his sneaky hacking tips. I never asked him where he got his bits of code from, but he seemed to be able to lay his paws on something for most situations.
I fired out the lines of code and waited, imagining my mini program entering via the ‘Friend Request’ window and then following a circuitous, but ultimately unbroken chain back to base. Twelve seconds was all it took.
Turns out it was Foxes, so I guess I can have a point for that. It was lucky too, in a way, because the older, less gaseous Dug had made me study the Fox network. He said it was a good one to practise on because it was massive and easy to spot. You could usually smell a Fox agent. They would try very hard to come across as authentic but it was like feeding a dictionary to a robot and then expecting it to hold a conversation about last night’s game.
‘The football was really, really good. I loved the football. It was a great game. Did you like the football?’
Sorry comrade. Get back to the forest.
Anyway, once I was back at base with comrade Buck, on his (or her?) terminal I had a decision to make: where to now? The easiest path was to see where else the buff Buck had sent his request.
Have you ever plotted a Phishing trawl? Daft question, I guess. I mean, why would you? Unless you are a bit mad for code and data and stuff like that, and I know from lonely school experience there aren’t too many of us around. If you’re interested, and thanks for asking, you run this code and it shows you all the places a Phishing request was sent to.
You seldom get any surprises, but it’s worth it for the cool visual heat maps that get churned out. There’s a certain organic beauty in them.
I rattled out the Phish map code and waited to see what it would reel in.
The first map result was blank, which to be honest had only happened to me that first time when Dug was teaching it to me. It’s really simple code, but I knew it was possible that my coding was a bit rusty, so I backed up, deleted it and started again, from the top.
Again, a blank map.
That made me have a real head scratch. I couldn’t quite work out what had happened. It was like opening the door to your house and finding a brick wall. The code was easy; I was in Buck’s terminal – that should have been all that mattered. I tried once more, only this time I didn’t delete the code. Instead I debugged it, line by line, looking for my error.
But there wasn’t one.
I ran the code one more time, and again the map that should have been awash with coloured dots remained resolutely white. So I called up the data output file to see if there was an error there.
That was when things went nuclear.
There was a line for ‘Requests Sent:’. It usually gives a number up in the high thousands, and corresponds to the number of dots on the map. It tells you how many accounts the agent has tried to contact with their request.
It was obvious then that I was in trouble.
Big trouble.
There had been only one request sent.
Buck Wildheart had been after me.
ON REFLECTION, MEASURED from the clanging of the breakfast bell to this late interview, it had not been ‘almost a happy day’. Remove the last hour and there would have been no question. It would have ranked up there in Ivan’s top ten good days in the Fox Special Force. But once his shift clock turned past the final hour and he had still had no reply to his Friend Request he knew his gamble had not paid off. He stood in front of Commander Reynard’s desk and, fearing the worst, he kept his eyes focused, like a good soldier, on the black ‘interview’ spot on the wall in front of him.
‘Let me see if I have it straight,’ said the Commander in clipped tones, hovering just behind Ivan’s left shoulder. ‘You picked up a message from Oak Leaf this morning. Rather than bring that intel here to me you chose to use your in-it-i-a-tive.’ He gave the final word five syllables and sounded each one out, almost at a whisper, into Ivan’s ear.
Ivan was not an expert at picking up social signals, never had been, but he was almost certain that the Commander was not happy with him.
Reynard walked past Ivan and took a seat behind the desk.
‘Initiative, Fairy…’
Ivan winced.
‘Initiative. It is a powerful thing. Used well it can save lives, win wars, make heroes.’ He studied Ivan from over the top of his steepled fingers. ‘But use it badly, and a battle can be lost forever.’
Ivan the Whys had once written, ‘A mistake is a stepping stone to success’. His namesake now ran that line around and around in his head, hoping against hope that success would come soon.
‘Fairy…’
Ivan winced again. The Commander was definitely not happy with him.
‘Fairy, you have had training on some of the most sophisticated alternative warfare techniques currently in operation anywhere in the known world.’ Reynard let the magnitude of the Fox war machinery sink in as he rose and stepped across to the window and looked out. ‘In the morning we can influence a hill-billy Dog, in the afternoon we can eavesdrop on Toad Hall and in the evening we can dictate what news stories Rats are discussing over their lagers in Orchid Meadow.’ He looked out of the window as he spoke, as if the world outside were his to command.
Ivan suddenly felt very thirsty. He shifted restlessly on his club foot.
‘You have all that at your fingertips,’ continued Reynard, turning away from the window to fix Ivan with a laser-like stare, ‘and what did you do?’
Ivan almost answered. He really struggled with social cues. Fortunately, on balance he thought it unlikely that the Commander had already forgotten what Ivan had reported to him. The stare that could melt iron was another clue. He deduced it must be one of those ‘rhetorical questions’ he had been warned about, that seldom brought good news in their wake.
Commander Reynard stood to his full height and delivered his final point with sinister precision.
‘You… sent…a….RootShoot…Friend Request!’
Ivan went pale.  A military career, following in his uncle’s footsteps, had always been his dream. In the Fox Army that meant one of two things: join the espionage team in the city; or begin combat training in the snowy steppes of the Far Northern Forest. When he thought he’d totally messed up the entrance exam for the spy service he was inconsolable, and had spent the night in a tent in the garden as the first snows fell, trying to prepare himself for a Northern posting. He had stared in disbelief and thanked the stars when the letter dropped on the mat to say he had passed. Challenging the cubs in school who said his uncle must have fixed it for him, he swore that his uncle, their President, was honest and fair. He would never bend the rules.
The work didn’t come naturally to him, but he was loyal, and dogged, and every day he tried to be a better Fox, just as Ivan the Whys suggested. To have his uncle say, ‘Well done, Ivan,’ was his only ambition, and there, standing uncomfortably in front of Commander Reynard’s desk, a compliment from his uncle seemed further away than the Far Northern Forest. He could already feel the chill of the snow.
Reynard’s terse words cut into Ivan’s disconsolate thoughts.
‘There’s no way around this, Fairy,’ he said. ‘Your uncle is who he is…’
Ivan jolted back to the present. He realised he had begun to slouch under the weight of pessimistic thoughts, but something about the Commander’s tone made him snap back to attention. He refocused on the black spot behind the Commander’s head.
‘Here it comes,’ he thought. ‘A disgrace to the family, sent to the Forests never to return.’
‘…so we have to try to make an agent of you.’
Ivan blinked. Had he caught a ray of hope in those words?
‘Against my better judgment I am not allowed to send you to the Far Northern Forests.’
‘Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!’ ran the thoughts in Ivan’s head.
Reynard stopped prowling and sat down again. He picked up Oak Leaf’s file from his desk.
‘Instead, I need to find a way to help you… improve.’ The final word had fought hard to be uttered, against all the best efforts of Reynard’s tongue, teeth and lips.
‘So…,’ he continued, in a tone that screamed that his better judgement was being held hostage by the commands he had received from his superior officer, but which Ivan mistook for ‘kind and business-like’.
‘…with that in mind, I will give you a chance to redeem yourself. Oak Leaf seems to have information about Hornworm and now he is looking to share it. I have added his current location to the file. We categorically cannot risk Hornworm information getting out so we need him ‘neutralised’.’
‘That is your job. Succeed, and maybe you will get to stay here a little longer.’
He handed the Oak Leaf file back to Ivan.
‘I will pass on ‘Jay J Cottontail’ to a new operative and see if we can find out who she is and what she knows. Get it? Got it? Good! Now clear off before I change my mind.’
Ivan turned and limped out of the room as if in a dream. He had been certain that the Far Northern Forest was calling him. Now he had a new mission, and it wasn’t in the Computer Room.
He was ‘working his way up’.
‘Well done, Ivan,’ he said quietly to himself, in a brave attempt at his uncle’s accent. ‘Well done, lad.’
It was while I was dropping off to sleep that it hit me. I was annoyed I hadn’t spotted it sooner, but I guess the whole Buck Wildheart thing had distracted me. It was something my old school friends had said. The lines of text kept spooling across my mind.
LENNY:  Hey, talking of ‘losing contact’, what ever happened to Jay’s brother Dug? He was the first to get me into C5ive.
JENNY:   Or Jay, come to think of it???
Twice I’d seen it but it hadn’t registered. Why should it? It was only my name.
‘Jay’.
Everyone called me Jay: my school teachers, Mother, even my Doe and Buck. In fact, there was only one person I knew who called me anything else.
Dug.
And what did he call me?
‘JJ’!
I rolled out of bed and rubbed my eyes to try to wake up while my laptop booted up. When the screen fired up there was the message, just as I remembered it.
Hi JJ,
I’ve got something I know you’ll like.
Was it just a coincidence? It was pretty bizarre if it was. ‘T’ had gone to a lot of trouble to get that message on to my laptop. And then he’d called me ‘JJ’.
What was ‘T’ trying to tell me?
My mouse hovered over the unopened attachment while I took stock. Someone with skills better than Dug’s had sent it to me. If they were friendly then that attachment might give me a clue to finding Dug. But if they were a hunter, and I risked clicking on the file, I could be sending up a flare, right over Chandler’s, right to my warren entrance…
‘A mistake is a stepping stone to success,’ Ivan reminded himself as he sat in the library and opened up the dictionary. The Commander had emphasised the word ‘neutralised’, so before making another mistake Ivan wanted to be crystal clear what that word meant. He was being given a second chance. This time he wasn’t going to let his initiative get in the way. He was going to do precisely what he was ordered to do. Uncle would be so proud of him!
When he found the entry he was disappointed to see that it had, not one, but three definitions.
Neutralise (v)
- Make ineffective
- Make chemically neutral
- Disarm
Which definition had the Commander meant?
Inspiration was an infrequent visitor in Ivan’s mind, but maybe it was the euphoria of getting a second chance, or perhaps the late hour. Whatever the reason, inspiration knocked right then and Ivan threw the door wide open.
He had been told in basic training that spies liked word play. It was all about hiding things cleverly. And as he cast his mind back inspiration hooked another memory from his training days and brought it close: Chemistry.
‘Make chemically neutral,’ he said, quietly, to himself. He was the only one in the room, but it was a library and he had a very strong sense of following rules.
The new recruits’ Chemistry sessions had been all about poisons. Mostly it was how to kill quickly, easily and untraceably. His uncle had run additional classes on ‘Chemicals used to Paralyse’, but they were optional, and were scheduled at the same time as ‘Clever Gadgets for Administering Poisons’, so were poorly attended.
‘Is the Commander asking me to use ‘chemicals’ to make Oak Leaf ‘ineffective’?’ Ivan’s mental guest, Inspiration, was a fast worker. That solution certainly seemed to fit the definition, and why have training on it if it wasn’t to be used? He felt he was almost there already. There was just one part of the word puzzle to fit in: ‘Disarm’.
New recruits had learnt that poisons could be administered in many different and ingenious ways. Drinks were an obvious one. They had the advantage of being easily targeted (‘More tea?’) but did leave you linked to the corpse (‘Officer, call up the CCTV for the tea room.’). A poisoned umbrella tip, jabbed into a leg on a busy street, was easier to get away with, but was less reliable. You were not usually allowed to go back and have a second go if you weren’t quite sure you had succeeded with the first jab. For the best of both worlds you wanted something that was easy to target but that left you well out of the vicinity when the poisoning occurred.
A team building exercise had always been run amongst the new recruits to see which team could come up with the most ingenious solution to the Poisoner’s Problem. The winning entry in Ivan’s year had been submitted by a group calling themselves, in true student style, ‘The Knob Heads’, and it was their cunning idea that sailed back into Ivan’s mind now. The delivery device was a door knob. Everyone could be guaranteed to use their door knob to enter their house. It was a delivery device with pin-point accuracy. Smeared with a chemical nerve agent the target would receive the poison in their paw when they returned home, and by the time they were in their living room it would have travelled all the way up their arm and on to the brain. The technique was such a hit it went straight into the training manual as ‘Protocol 421(a) - for external doors’ and ‘Protocol 421(b) - for internal doors’. Those names never stuck though.
‘ ‘Dis-armed!’ ’ exclaimed Ivan, despite himself.
With a hefty dose of inspiration he had cracked the Commander’s clever word play. He was being asked to kill Oak Leaf with the classic ‘Knob Head’ protocol.
Ivan went straight to the stores to sign out the poison, then limped off into the night.




Chapter Four

 
SITTING BEHIND HIS desk, Tarquin Toad the Third looked up reverently at the portrait of his ancestor, Old Father Toad, the very first Toad of Toad Hall, the one who had bequeathed Toad Hall to the nation as the permanent seat of Parliament.
‘I will make you proud, Sir,’ he said aloud, and then instantly felt a little foolish, talking to a painting. But then he thought, why should he? This week was to be momentous. It would cement his place in History. It would forever put his name at the top table of famous Toads. He was ready!
The office door opened and the Prime Minister’s secretary hopped in. ‘The Leader of the Leave Campaign to see you Sir,’ he said, and then hopped back to allow the visitor to enter. Toad stood to greet his visitor, wondering just who had ended up with the thankless task of fronting a Leave campaign doomed from the outset to failure.
‘Mr Toad!’ said Weasel, striding confidently into the office. ‘How good of you to see me! It looks like none of your politicians wanted to back this dead donkey, so I’ve offered to step in and take one for the team.’
Toad kept a straight face as he extended a hand of greeting to Weasel and gestured for him to sit in the seat opposite him at the long table.
‘Well, well, well,’ he said, ‘this is certainly a surprise! Most irregular.’
‘ ‘Irregular’? Yes. But ‘understandable’? Definitely!’
Toad ran this unexpected new reality around in his brain. Of course no politician with a reputation to build would volunteer for such a hopeless mission. Their ambitions would forever be tainted. And Oliver Weasel did have a certain level of recognition with the general public. It was probably open to debate whether anyone could say quite why they knew him, or what he did even, but his was at least a name folks should be able to put a face to. And this needed to be seen to be a fair fight. No point in securing a hollow victory.
‘Right, well, no time to lose, I suppose,’ Toad said, settling in to his regular, business-like manner. ‘I trust you have seen the opening polls?’ He opened the black leather binder in front of him, took out a page with a coloured column chart on it and slid it across to the new Leader for the Leave Campaign.
‘Crikey,’ said Weasel, in cheerful recognition of just how one sided the issue seemed to be out there with the voters. ‘Eight percent? So not even into double figures. Not a great start for my side, eh?’
Toad spread his hands wide and gave a little shrug. ‘Well, what can I say? To be honest, having forty two percent saying ‘Don’t Know’ shows just how little voters know, or care I suppose, about the League.’
‘Yes but still: eight percent!’ said Weasel, trying to sound more amused than anything else. ‘At least with the Tortoise and the Hare they started level.’ This was not the time to mention that he had fitted his particular tortoise with turbo booster rockets.
He’ll find out, soon enough, once it’s too late, Weasel thought.
‘Quite. Indeed,’ said Toad, enjoying the analogy. ‘Although you won’t find me sleeping on the way around the track, what?’ He laughed at his own joke, and settled back in his chair, relishing the admittedly one-sided race ahead.
‘Now don’t worry. I have a plan to make this as painless as possible. Shall I run it past you and see if you think it is fair?’
Weasel gave a little shrug and nodded.
‘You’re the boss,’ he said, and then he added, conspiratorially, ‘at least until the weekend!’ He chuckled and threw in a wink for good measure. It seemed to hit the spot. (The particular spot it hit was the soft underbelly of Toad’s ego, laced with a hint of rugger showers post-match banter. He may not have been any good at sports himself, but when it came to playing other animals Weasel was in the top division.)
Toad joined in the laughter, then shuffled his papers and decided it was time to get down to the main business.
‘Right then! First things first. Item One: Given the tight timetable I propose three days of campaigning, starting today, with a different topic chosen as the main focus for debate. Is that OK with you?’
Weasel nodded, keen not to rock the boat at an early stage.
‘Item Two: to make it a fair fight we should have spending limits. I can’t be seen to be throwing money at my campaign hand over fist if you can’t raise similar funds. Shall we set the bar at half a million?’
‘Half a million? Sounds very reasonable,’ said Weasel. ‘I’m sure I’ll be able to raise that somehow.’
‘Yes, well, if it does give you trouble we can always raid the swear box down in The Trough. Can’t have you going short.’
‘Very decent of you, Mr Toad. Very decent indeed.’
‘Item Three: Campaign Rules. Well I suppose we should go over these. They are really meant for mainstream elections but, yes, ‘by the book’ and all that.’
‘Campaign Rules?’ A quick moment of panic shot between Weasel’s ears.
‘That’s right, old chap. There’s a book of rules in the Library if you want to see the details but: don’t overspend; don’t tell lies - that’s the gist of it, anyway.’
‘Ah, I see,’ said Weasel, immediately calculating how this information might impact on the plans he had already put in place.
‘We have a committee to make sure it’s a fair fight. The fines aren’t much. We probably make more on the swear box, to be honest.’
Toad chuckled at his own joke, and Weasel thought it could do him no harm to join in.
‘It really is just a formality. You and I will discuss the facts and figures for each campaign topic and then we each go out and spend the day making the case for why we should stay in the LEAF League.’
‘Or ‘leave’,’ added Weasel.
‘I’m sorry?’
‘Or ‘leave’,’ repeated Weasel. ‘We should both go out and spend the day making the case for why we should stay in or leave the LEAF League. That is, I think, what you meant to say.’
Toad stopped for a moment, wondering what he had missed. And then he saw it. ‘Oh, my dear old thing, I’m terribly sorry. Of course, of course. ‘…why we should stay in or leave the LEAF League’. My mistake. We must go through the motions properly, I agree.’
He looked at Weasel again as if through fresh eyes.
‘You know, it really is rather decent of you to take up the job of arguing for leaving. I think, when this is all over, we might be able to find some bit of business to pass your way. To say thank you.’
‘That’s very kind of you, Sir.’
The ‘working lunch’ that was brought in was a grand affair in Weasel’s eyes, although Toad called it ‘a simple bite’, arguing that, ‘one simply can’t go campaigning on a full stomach.’
Weasel had begun by trying a little of everything, considering it rude not to, until he had spat out something incredibly salty which turned out to be caviar, believing it to be some sort of cleaning product mistakenly left in amongst the food. Toad had been very good about it, and had offered to get chef to rustle up a different menu for the following day.
There had been a lot of talk, mostly by Toad. He had mentioned phrases like ‘a fair fight’, ‘getting expert points of view’, ‘giving voters facts’ and ‘a well informed debate’. Weasel had listened, politely, while stuffing his face (and pockets) with tasty bites, and when the working lunch was over he was handed three yellow binders full of facts and figures about Immigration in Wild Wood, hot off the photocopier in the Toad Hall Library.
Toad escorted Weasel through the lobby to the main entrance. They shook hands, warmly, and with that, Weasel turned on his heel and walked out to greet the new day, trying to keep a spring out of his step until he was a respectful distance from Toad Hall.
I HAD NOT slept well. My dreams were riddled with grotesque visions of muscle hounds riding enormous green caterpillars. To be honest it was a relief to wake up and get to my morning shift in Chandler’s.
I think Mother could tell something had taken the glide out of my stride. She cleared my favourite table and let me knock off early.
Once the sun had soaked into my fur I fired up the laptop. Overnight I had made a decision. Whether friend or foe, ‘T’ must have had some contact with Dug or he wouldn’t have known to call me ‘JJ’. Either way, opening the attachment was going to get me a step closer to Dug. I held my breath and clicked on the file.
A PDF opened. A single page. I read its four paragraphs of neatly worded prose.
I read them again.
Then once more, just in case I had missed something.
All I could make out was that it was a piece of sci-fi fan prose, about the characters, vehicles, gadgets and main plot lines of Carrington 5ive.
What was it Lenny had said?
‘Hey, talking of ‘losing contact’, what ever happened to Jay’s brother Dug? He was the first to get me into C5ive.’
Was that a good sign? Sci-fi usually left me cold, but I know Dug was a big fan. And here was a page of Carrington 5ive details.
I stared at it for a while longer. It was, at least, another link to Dug. And it wasn’t a direct threat to me, as far as I could tell. Maybe ‘T’ was a friend after all.
Although, if he was, I would have appreciated him being a little less cryptic.
I re-read the piece on C5ive once more then minimised it. As clues go it was giving me nothing, so in its place I called up a blank window.
‘Right, Mr ‘T’, you found me. Now it’s my turn. Coming… ready or not!’
I reckon you are getting to know me a bit by now. OCD? A little. No will power? Sure. Soppy? Pass the tissues. So forgive me if I think it’s time I racked up a point in the ‘Things I’m Good At’ column:
Searching.
I can dream up a hundred different ways to find stuff. Especially if its digital. So stick me on your A team if you ever need to find something. I’m serious. Don’t dick around. Give me a call. I’m your Rabbit.
‘So, Mr ‘T’, if you are a hunter I guess I’ll see you soon enough anyway, so I’m going to assume you are a friend, and if you know Dug and have hot coding skills does that put you on the Service payroll?’
I fired up a locksmith program Dug had built back in his Service days, to test the theory. The main servers were probably the most heavily protected in the world. Like a rock solid castle, bristling with security guards marching around the perimeter twenty four seven. Archers at all the windows. Throw a few piranhas in the moat for good measure. You get the picture. Even my skills wouldn’t normally get me in.
But Dug had hidden a key deep in the service logs and I turned it now. This time, I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to set off a shower of alarms, or get shot at with flaming arrows. Even so, I held my breath.
A flashing cursor, white on blue, made a welcome appearance on my screen. I had my foot in the door.
Unfortunately, the door I had just opened only led to the smallest file, in the tiniest folder, a million miles away from anything sensitive. It was as helpful as breaking into the gate-keeper’s shed. But, it was the closest I was ever going to get without a badge, and one thing a gate-keeper knows is that things come in, and things go out. It was a start.
I went back to the message from ‘T’ and checked the exact time it was sent. Back at the flashing cursor I entered the time and waited… half a second. Computerised gate-keepers don’t hang around. A single match. A message sent from a Service computer at precisely the time a message was sent to me, accurate to one thousandth of a second. That was close enough for jazz. Success number one: ‘T’ was a Service agent.
Once I had one of his messages, I knew I could build a profile, if not of him then at least of his work pattern. It would be a start. I copied the sender ID and ran an enquiry for other traffic by the same sender. I figured a six month period up to today would give me a good overview to begin with. This time it took four seconds before I had a long list of activity, white digits on a blue screen, scrolling in front of me. All it gave me was ‘T’s unique ID and the time of the data pulse. It could have been a message. It could have been an online search. There was no way of distinguishing between the two. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was all I had.
I copied the data into a spread sheet and created a chart of the timings. A pattern jumped out straight away. This was a guy who kept regular hours, and worked long into the night. It looked like he didn’t get into the office until nine in the evening, give or take ten minutes, then there would be a steady stream of activity until about six in the morning, with a big gap just after midnight.
I figured that would be a meal break.
So I was looking at an agent who clearly liked to work late into the night. Probably the sort who preferred to work without distractions. He would log off at six every morning, before the early birds rolled up to the office and managers started to send out the daily round of ‘look-how-early-I’ve-started-work’ e-mails.
The pattern was really strong. Day after day it barely changed. ‘T’ was a creature of habit. Until…
I had to double check the cut off time for the data request I had sent. I had definitely requested data right up to the present, which was now six minutes ago. The time was currently ten minutes to nine, so I had all ‘T’s data up to 8.44 am.
Only there had been no activity since 2.03 am.
A BLACK SEDAN with mirrored windows slowly pulled alongside Weasel as he skipped away from Toad Hall, three yellow binders under one arm and pockets full of food. At first he became aware of a deep, throbbing engine and then he saw the car itself, keeping pace with him as he turned downstream towards the financial district. For a reason he couldn’t put his finger on it gave him the jitters, and he was just about to dart into PeeWit’s Outfitters, where he knew there was a handy back entrance that led into the maze of alleys that formed part of the old town, when the rear kerbside window of the Sedan began to lower and a voice said, ‘Do step inside, Mr Weasel.’
Weasel stopped in his tracks.
President Vulpine’s voice could do that.
The rear door opened ominously. Weasel gulped, loosened his tie and stooped his head in through the open door.
‘Ah… um… President Vulpine!’ he stammered.
The President’s enigmatic smile drew Weasel into the car as if on an invisible thread.
‘How nice to meet you. I’ve…er…I’ve just come from meeting the Prime Minister,’ he began.
The Fox waved a paw airily.
‘I already know this, of course,’ he said and, as if to show he wasn’t meaning to be sinister, he gestured through the back window to the receding view of Toad Hall. ‘I have been waiting for you for some time.’
‘You h… have?’ stuttered Weasel, feeling every inch the Prep School pup invited to tea with the Headmaster.
‘I thought it might be wise, given the pressing timetable of this Referendum, if we met face to face. I enjoyed reading your memo, and I’m certain there are matters I can help to hurry along, so to speak.’
Weasel paused for a moment, realised he was not in any imminent danger, and relaxed. A little.
‘Well, I must say I’m delighted to have you aboard, President. Many paws make light work, and all that.’
Vulpine gave a small smile and nodded.
‘Quite. I do so enjoy your quaint Wild Wood phrases. But time is pressing. What can you tell me?’
‘Well…’ began Weasel, and he gave Vulpine all the details of the meeting he had just left.
The information seemed to satisfy Vulpine. He sat comfortably in his seat and absorbed the timetable.
‘So: three days; three working lunches? Interesting…’
Vulpine contemplated just how lazy and naïve Wild Wood politics was, when his own working day always began before the sun rose and his campaigning had started some years ago. They deserve everything that is coming to them, he mused to himself, already revelling in how the final stages of his plan would play out.
‘He offered to hold off campaigning until I got a team together. Little does he know I’m already a day ahead of him on that!’ Weasel laughed, as if sharing a joke with Vulpine.
…and several years behind me! thought Vulpine.
‘Quite,’ said Vulpine. ‘You have certainly got a day’s start on him. Well done.’
‘Righty-ho. Well, it’s ‘Immigration’ today. Time marches on…’
The conversation faltered, and Weasel wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do next. He didn’t have more information to pass on, but he also somehow felt he required permission to leave the car. Plus, he was developing a powerful thirst. He sat on his paws and rocked back and forth gently, smiling a big, toothy smile, and waited for the President to release him.
Vulpine, on the other hand, was enjoying playing with his food too much to throw it away just yet.
‘I have an idea for you,’ said Vulpine. ‘How do you feel about playing the role of the ‘ordinary bloke’… ‘bloke’ – is that the word?... Yes, ‘the ordinary bloke in the pub’.
Weasel raised an eyebrow.
‘How do you mean?’ he asked.
‘Look, Oliver. Oh, may I call you that?’
‘Of course, President,’ said Weasel, not daring to ask that the favour be returned.
‘We both know that a private education and a career in finance does not make you a typical example of that ‘ordinary bloke in the pub’ but…’ Vulpine raised his left paw and extended his first finger as if to count, ‘…the first casualty of a good campaign is always ‘truth’, don’t you agree?’
Weasel nodded, a bit too enthusiastically, as if in thrall to a great teacher.
‘So, play to your strengths. You seem at home in a pub, so make it your base. Call the news crews in and speak to your audience from there. They will like to be told that they are honest, hard working, long-suffering even. Tell them you will fight for them against rich, privileged, so-called experts. Tell your followers this Referendum is ‘honest bloke’ versus ‘the elite’, ‘pub’ versus ‘club’, ‘truth’ versus ‘deception’.’
Weasel’s head began to spin.
‘Hold up, hold up,’ he said. ‘We are on a tight clock here. I’m not sure I’ve got time to work out all the facts and figures to back that up.’
Vulpine just looked at him, smiling and waiting. Eventually the penny dropped.
‘Ah, I’ve got you now. Sorry, bit of a slow starter today’
‘Dear me, Oliver. That expensive education of yours almost let you down there.’
‘Yes, er…, I was overthinking it. Silly me.’
‘Toad will have facts. He will have experts. He could crush you in a battle of reason and logic so… you must first disarm his weapons. Take ‘facts’ and ‘experts’ and ‘reason’ and ‘logic’ and damn them all as weapons used by privileged Toads to oppress your ‘ordinary bloke’. Do you see?’
‘Oh, yes. I see alright! Not only is it genius, but it makes my life so much easier. I will see his weapons, and I will defeat them with the power of a ‘reckon’!’
It was Vulpine’s turn, for the first time in their meeting, to feel a little confused.
‘A…‘reckon’?’ he asked.
‘That’s right! Toad can say what experts think, and I’ll just come back with what I reckon, what an ordinary animal down the pub might reckon. The ‘Reckon’ will be the new ‘Fact’. Oh, it’s priceless. I love it!’
‘Well, quite. Yes indeed. You do seem to have grasped it,’ said Vulpine, with an avuncular nod of his long face. ‘So anyway, the clock is ticking. Best get out there and… start ‘reckoning’, eh?’ He laughed with Weasel and reached across him to open the Sedan door.
Weasel half stood, ready to get out, but the Fox placed an iron paw on his elbow.
‘I want regular updates, but just CryptoChat from now on, if you don’t mind. It is quicker, safer, and I’m confident that you can pull off the public side of this campaign. You won’t need coaching. You are a natural!’
He flashed a set of sharp, white teeth.
‘And when we win, you’ll be able to celebrate… without stealing Stoat’s wallet.’ He winked and pushed Weasel gently out of the door.
As the car smoothly accelerated away Weasel stood on the pavement and watched it leave.
How did Vulpine know about Stoat’s wallet? Has he got eyes everywhere?
Sweating slightly from that thought, he got a grip on his mind again, and began rehearsing his first proper news interview as the candidate for the ‘ordinary bloke’.
STUFF JUST GOT real.
Within one day I had received a cryptic message from a Wild Wood Security Service Agent, who had then suddenly flat lined in the middle of the night, and I had an undercover Fox on my tail. Not a great balance sheet for someone trying to make a success of hiding.
Until I discovered who Buck and ‘T’ were I knew there was no passive option for me.
Putting a name to ‘T’ turned out to be easier than I expected. I hacked the payroll files and only one Agent kept ‘T’s hours: Antonio Mole.
‘So, Mr Mole,’ I said to my screen, ‘two questions: What did you want me for? And do I call you Tony?’
A few months back, when I had tried to trace Dug’s final few days in the job, I’d hacked into the main server. That’s when I got this target on my back and all the demons of hell had come out to chase me off.
The question was: did I dare go back in?
The Security Service fortress keeps all the important information walled up on the inside, too deep for me to get at. Even if I had tried to scale the walls (and I’m not going to make that mistake again in a hurry) there are lookouts everywhere. So, despite all my searching skills, and everything Dug had taught me, I could see there was no realistic chance of me getting inside to track down Antonio ‘Tony’ Mole.
So if I wasn’t going to be able to get in, I needed to find out where Mole went to when he came out.
I rummaged through his e-mails. His work ones were wrapped up too tight, but there were personal ones that didn’t have the same level of security…
It looked like Mole had a thing for science fiction and fantasy stuff. That would explain the C5ive attachment, I figured. He was always buying comic books or going to conventions.  In fact, there were so many messages he even had an e-mail folder just for them. I looked inside.
There was one e-mail to a journalist, an organised crime expert called Wolfgang Draxler, whose writing I actually quite respect. It didn’t look like a work email though. This was simple fan boy stuff, and it was only a couple of days old. Mr Mole had asked the reporter to get them both Comic Con tickets and the reporter replied that was no problem and he could send one over by courier. A fast reply had come back.
‘Not to office. You know where.’
That sounded promising. If these two were Comic Con friends then the ‘where’ was probably Mr Mole’s home. The next move was simple. I hacked into Draxler’s press office secretarial profile.
There was a folder marked ‘Accounts’.
Inside there were various spread sheets, including one called ‘Couriers’.
I scanned down to the date of the Comic Con message and saw the initials WD next to the single entry…
Like I said, if you want something finding put me on your A team.
‘Gotcha!’




Chapter Five

 
’HEY THERE STOATEY!’ said Weasel, slapping him on the back as he came up to the bar. ‘I’ve got ‘it-toobee’.’
Stoat placed his whiskey back down on the bar, using a beer mat to soak up the spillage.
‘What’s ‘it-toobee’?’ he asked, and then immediately regretted it.
‘Well, that’s very kind of you, matey! I’ll have a Pint of Best.’
Jeff, the landlord, stared at Stoat and shook his head gently.
Some punters will never learn, he thought.
‘You look pleased with yourself,’ said Stoat. ‘I was starting to fear the worst and you’d been picked up by Vulpine.’
Stoat’s voice trailed off as he watched Weasel draw his finger across his throat rapidly several times, a look of mild panic on his face.
‘Ah yes,’ said Weasel, in a slightly louder and considerably less genuine voice than normal, but with the panic still there in his eyes. ‘You do like to joke about President Vulpine, don’t you? I know it is only because YOU RESPECT HIM SO HIGHLY!’
Weasel’s voice may have been saying one thing, but his eyebrows now began to make an altogether different point. He stared fiercely at Stoat, put a finger to his lips, then whipped out his phone and started typing.
>> VULPINE IS WATCHING US IN HERE.
>> HE KNOWS EVERYTHING.
>> BE VERY CAREFUL WHAT YOU SAY. OK?
He showed the phone to Stoat, then in a voice of slightly forced jollity, said,
‘Yes, the President did pick me up earlier, as it happens. An absolutely wonderful chap.’ He took out a tissue and wiped his whiskers carefully, and not for the first time that day wondered exactly how it was Vulpine knew so much of the goings on inside The Stump.
Jeff walked over to him with his pint and asked, ‘What’s up, comrade? You look like you could do with this drink.’
‘I could murder one,’ Weasel replied, and instantly regretted it. And what had Jeff said? Comrade? Was he the spy?
They moved back to the Snug and Stoat opened up the first binder while Weasel busied himself emptying food from his various pockets. Jeff had agreed to give them the Snug for their campaign HQ. It meant losing a few seats, but that was more than compensated for by the photogenic angle it gave of the pub’s interior. Two journalists had already been in to get a photo and story of the ‘Leave the LEAF’ campaign team, and there was a film crew just setting up to film for the afternoon news. Jeff could feel his till bracing itself for a busy day.
Stoat was the first to burst Weasel’s bubble.
‘I just don’t see how we can convince voters. This all seems to make sense. Animals living here from outside Wild Wood put in way more than they take out. I mean…’ He thrust an open binder under Weasel’s nose.  ‘… there is simply no way to make a good case to stop immigration with those numbers.’
Weasel took what he hoped was the final piece of lunch out of his many pockets.
‘Princess! Princess! Calm yourself. Uncle Oliver has it all under control.’ He took a neatly cut triangular egg sandwich from the pile of food in front of him and placed it delicately on the open binder. ‘Have a bite to eat. It might help you think more clearly.’
Stoat looked at the sandwich as it dripped some eggy mayonnaise onto the printed page. Then he looked at Weasel as if he were mad. Then he looked back at the sandwich. He was quite hungry…
As Stoat tucked into the sandwich, Weasel picked up the binder and closed it. Stoat flinched as he imagined the drips of eggy mayonnaise sticking the pages together.
‘But…’ he began. The sandwich really was good. ‘Just… well, how are we supposed to get all this info to Pincer and Vulpine?’ He licked his fingers after the last crumb had disappeared. ‘Got any more food going spare?’
Weasel slapped him, kindly, on the back.
‘That’s the spirit, princess. You tuck in and leave the brain work to me.’ He shoved the pile of food across the table and helped himself to another sandwich. ‘Do you know what this food tastes of?’
‘Eggs!’ replied Stoat, with his mouth full.
‘Anything else?’
‘Cress?’
‘OK, getting warmer. But what can you taste running right the way through it?’
‘Mayo?’
‘No.’
‘Salt?’
‘No.’
‘Butt...?’
Weasel held up a paw and stopped Stoat mid word.
‘No! No! No!’
Stoat stopped chewing for a moment. He seldom saw his friend angry, and wondered if the strain of this job was already starting to get to him.
‘Are you…ok?’ he asked.
‘No, old friend. I’m not ok,’ said Weasel, slumping his shoulders as if the weight of the world was on them. ‘And do you want to know why I’m not ok? It’s because of this!’ He brandished another egg sandwich under Stoat’s nose.
‘Er… don’t you like egg? I… I think you brought cheese too. Somewhere…’
Weasel fixed his timid friend with a patient, serious look.
‘This, my friend…is the taste…of Privilege!’
Stoat closed his mouth. He knew he would never have guessed that.
‘That’s right: Privilege. Those Toads have been lording it over us for what seems like forever, telling us what to do, what not to do, what to believe, what taxes to pay. And I reckon it is time me and you and animals like us, the ordinary folk down the pub, stopped listening to those elite Toads and their ‘binders’ full of their so-called ‘facts’.’
Stoat thought about Weasel’s words for a moment. He thought about their two big houses, their several cars, their tax avoidance schemes. It didn’t make him feel too ’ordinary’. On the other hand he did feel very ‘down the pub’.
‘What are you trying to say, Ollie?’
Weasel picked up a binder in each hand, and held them under Stoat’s nose. ‘What I’m trying to say, princess, is that these,’ he thrust the binders right into Stoat’s whiskers, ‘these…are worthless. They are all lies told by ‘the elites’ to keep us in the dark.’
The serious look on Weasel’s face had been there for almost a minute. He couldn’t hold it any longer. He cracked into a big grin.
‘You see how easy it is?’
‘Wha…aagh?’ ventured Stoat, now totally unsure of what he was supposed to think or say in response.
‘That’s our tactic, matey.’
‘But I don’t understand.’
‘It’s simple. We don’t need to use facts to win voters over. We just have to make stuff up and blame everything bad on the Toads and their friends in the LEAF League.’
‘I…I’m still not with you’
‘Look, did you know that every animal that comes into Wild Wood from anywhere else gets a bonus if they put a Wild Wooder out of a job? And who do you think pays them the bonus? The LEAF League! And why have we never been told before? Because the Toads get a bonus too!’
Stoat’s eyes were wide open with incredulity. His mouth, too, was so wide open Weasel could see his half finished sandwich. ‘Really? I’ve never heard that before.’
‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you, because Toads, and their friends, own all the news sites. They like to keep that sort of news to themselves. Do you think that’s fair? Do you get it yet?’
Stoat wasn’t sure if he was supposed to nod, or shake. Hedging his bets he sort of… jiggled.
‘It’s OK, wobble head,’ said Weasel sympathetically. ‘Don’t get in a twist. I made all that up.’
Unsure quite what to do with himself Stoat folded his arms and sat still, hoping the world would all start to make sense again soon.
‘It’s simple,’ said Weasel calmly. ‘Forget the binders. We put the message out that if, as a voter, you reckon your life isn’t as good as it could be, then it is not your fault. It is, in fact, the fault of immigrant animals and the Toads and the LEAF League, and if you never thought that before it’s because you have been getting your information from the wrong place.’
Stoat sat still, staring into the middle distance, thinking of his happy place.
‘OK. In simple terms: we lie to get votes. By the time the lies catch up with us, if they ever do, the Vote and the LEAF League will be well and truly behind us and you, Stoatey, will be reaping rich rewards with yours truly.’
With that he turned to the bar and said, ‘Alright, Jeff, I’m ready for the film crew now!’
COMMANDER REYNARD CROSSED the corridor and entered the President’s office. The two Foxes had a tricky relationship. They were both currently stationed in a mansion deep in the heart of Wild Wood’s capital, but while the President made a show of being friendly to the great and the good of Wild Wood, Reynard kept a low profile, choosing instead to work in the basement where he marshalled his Alternative Army of digital mischief.
A powerful army, hidden in the belly of Wild Wood.
A small thrill would pass over his fur every time he thought of it, dampened only by the thought of Vulpine’s nephew: a useless recruit; a single, sad blemish in the otherwise purring operation of the Alternative Army.
Vulpine was tending to his infernal insects again. Reynard knew better than to interrupt so he moved to the water cooler and poured himself a cup.
Vulpine, without turning from the glass case he was examining, said, ‘Today I think these ones will lay their eggs. Very exciting. Very exciting indeed.’
Reynard sat on the leather bench and waited. Eventually, Vulpine came and joined him.
‘We need the Alternative Army to fix this Wild Wood Referendum,’ the President said.
‘Sir, it will be my pleasure. My Army is primed and ready to take over social media, but do you have any specific moves in mind?’
Vulpine considered The Map in his head, the territories waiting to be exploited, the pieces poised to be played.
‘I do have an interesting play,’ he said at last. ‘We will begin by entering the coop and frightening everyone.’
‘Indeed sir,’ said Reynard. ‘It is a tried and tested tactic. What… specifics did you have in mind?’
Getting to his feet impatiently, Vulpine walked back over to the glass case and bent down to inspect its occupants again.
‘Two prongs, I think. On the one paw, we frighten the Dogs.’
‘The Dogs, sir?’ asked Reynard. ‘But the Referendum is in Wild Wood. Surely the Dogs have nothing to do with it.’
‘Ah, but think of the Wall Of Sound, my dear Reynard. Folks in Wild Wood need to know that even the powerful Dogs are afraid of terrorism.’
‘Terrorism, sir?’
‘Indeed. That brings me to the second paw.’ He turned and looked over his shoulder at Reynard. ‘Launch Salvatore!’
Reynard was a wise strategist. Viewed together, he quickly saw the merit in the moves Vulpine wanted to play.
‘Get ten,’ continued Vulpine, ‘no, fifteen of our local sleeper news desks in the Dog’s heartlands ready to run front page scare stories about terrorist threats. ‘How long before it happens in our back yard?’ That sort of thing. Don’t use all of them. We need to keep some asleep to use in the future, but fifteen should cause more than a rustle of winter leaves.’
Reynard nodded his head.
‘As you wish, sir. I will action it right away. Salvatore will play out today, and Dogs in the hills will wake up tomorrow to the frightening thought that terrorists might be coming for them before the day is out.’
‘Excellent, Commander. Now, is there anything else we need to discuss?’
Reynard thought for a moment. He wondered if he should mention that an enemy agent had got a sniff of ‘Hornworm’, and that maybe if Vulpine had been a little more careful then Reynard’s Alternative Army wouldn’t need to go cleaning up after him.
‘Nothing, sir,’ he said. ‘I believe we are up to date.’
He got up quickly and made his way back downstairs to his regulation military office.
YOU’D THINK I’D be happy, but I wasn’t. I was sitting at my table in the window at Chandler’s cursing my luck.
I mean, come on! You’ve seen me at work: how I took a threadbare e-mail and, within twenty four hours, I’d pin-pointed the sender’s name and address. It had felt like I owned the internet.
When you are travelling as fast as I was, a brick wall can really hurt. I’d got the courier invoice number. I knew what time the delivery had been set up. All I had left to do was hack in to the courier company’s records and there I’d find Tony Mole’s address shining back at me, the glittering prize at the end of the treasure hunt.
Only…when a courier company isn’t completely on the level, when it keeps some of its orders off the books to cut down on the tax bill…
The trail had gone cold. There was no record of a delivery at that time, or one charged to that account. I’d hit a wall.
‘I’ve seen you look better,’ said Mother.
‘Yeah, well,’ I replied, and shrugged.
She came out from behind the counter and cleared the mugs from the table next to mine.
‘Anything I can help with?’ she asked, casually, as she wiped away the coffee rings.
‘Depends.’
‘On what?’
‘On whether you can conjure an address up out of thin air.’
‘Any particular address?’
Mother wasn’t going to let me dance around the issue for ever. She always won, so I ripped off the plaster and gave in.
‘Ok,’ I said. ‘I got a message, and I’m trying to trace the sender. I reckon he might be in big trouble.’
‘That’s my girl,’ said Mother. ‘Always looking out for the other guy. So what’s his name?’
‘Tony Mole.’
Mother raised an eyebrow.
‘And how come you are so clever but you can’t find him?’
‘I almost had him, Mother. I know he had a ticket couriered over to his house, but that’s where I lost him.’
‘How so?’
‘Looks like the courier kept it off the books.’
‘Who was it?’
‘The courier?’
‘Yes. Was it Benton’s or McGready? Or some smaller crew?’
Mother’s insistent, knowledgeable line of inquiry jolted me out of my world of dead ends. There was a brisk efficiency about her.
As usual.
Diamond.
‘Actually, it was Benton’s.’
She smiled, more with her eyes than her small mouth.
‘Flatfoot Benton? No surprise he’s keeping the books light.’
Mother seems to know about pretty much everything in the city.
‘Well, I hope he enjoys his tax returns, but I think Mr Mole might have to pay a heavy price for it.’
‘So… what? Benton’s sent a courier and you need to know where it went, but it’s not logged anywhere?’
‘That’s about the top and bottom of it.’
‘Two hours,’ Mother said, in a matter-of-fact way. She picked up her cloth and turned back to the counter.
‘Two hours ’what’?’ I asked.
‘Two hours, maybe less. I can get that address for you. Just tell Mother what you’ve got.’
Not everything is connected by digital cables. Most things, sure. But not everything. Mother didn’t have much to do with computers, she still lived in an analogue world. But hers was a world of real creatures, with links to other creatures, and it was held together with respect and trust.
She winked, took off her apron, handed it to me and bustled out into the street.
I spent a quiet couple of hours looking after the café while Mother went… somewhere. I served a pawful of coffees, helped a Pole Cat with a lazy eye to fix his phone’s privacy settings, and spent the rest of the time sitting on a stool watching the world of the Ends pass by, with the news playing quietly on the radio behind the counter.
The Referendum was causing a big stir. No one had seen that coming from Prime Minister Toad. Journalists trawled the history books to see when was the last Free Hit that was on such a scale. Nothing came close in all the peacetime years since the Second Orchid War. Opinion pieces tried to figure out if it was Triple T’s arrogance or if such a grand gesture befitted his years in office.
Big yawn.
In other news, a Toad minister had called a police guard ‘ignorant’ for asking to see ID at the gates to Toad Hall.
‘If you’d had a proper education you’d know who I was!’ he’d apparently said. It hadn’t helped that the guard in question had then come back with,
‘I’m terribly sorry, sir. Who were you?’
It had been a tense exchange.
And so the cycle of news turned…
The streetlights were just flickering on when Mother returned, with a basket of shopping in one paw, a dripping bag of oysters in the other and a hand-written address poking out of her coat pocket.
‘Do you like to stand for bad news, or do you prefer to sit?’ she asked, more cheerfully than I thought was appropriate. It was the same tone she would have used if she was just asking whether or not I wanted sugar.
Instinctively, I got to my feet and came out from behind the counter.
‘I see you are a stander,’ said Mother, and she plunged the bag of oysters into a sink of cold water.
‘What is it? Did you find Tony Mole?’
‘In a manner of speaking, yes.’
‘And…?’
‘Sorry,’ she said, rattling the oysters around in the sink. ‘Would have been quicker but when Mulligan has fresh oysters the queue is round the block!’
I love her to bits but sometimes she can be infuriating.
‘Mother! Did you get his address?’ I snapped. I know, I’m sorry. I’m usually really patient. Really. But I was on edge that afternoon, and with good reason, as you will eventually discover.
She looked up from the sink and said, ‘Well, yes, I did get his address. That bit was easy.’
She paused to swirl the oysters around in the sink again.
‘It wasn’t far from Benton’s place, as it turned out, so I took a little stroll around. He’s a creature of habit, your Mr Mole, only…’
She turned the tap on hard, pulled the plug and gave the oysters one last rummage to clean them off.
‘…well, he’s normally been to the bakery and the Library by now, but none of his neighbours have seen him since yesterday.’




Chapter Six

 
‘ANY-HOO, DID YOU meet up with Pincer? Is he coming on-board?’
Stoat picked up his whiskey glass and stared at the ice cubes, trying to look cool and calm. Weasel saw right through him.
‘You dog! You got him, didn’t you? What did he say? What can he do?’ Weasel’s ears were up and his nose was twitching upwards. Could he smell something? Was it success?
Stoat knew he had his friend’s full attention. He grinned at his glass then slowly put it down on the bar and turned. ‘He was busy this morning, but I’ve set up a meeting for this afternoon.’
Weasel raised his drink.
‘This deserves a toast!’
‘Great. What shall we drink to?’
Quick as a flash Weasel came back with, ‘Leave the LEAF!’
‘Leave the LEAF!’ repeated Stoat, not quite as enthusiastically as Weasel had said it. In fact, Weasel thought he had said it almost as a question, so he decided to try again.
‘That’s right: Leave the LEAF! With conviction this time!’
‘Leave the LEAF! With conviction this time!’ repeated Stoat, with the whiskey and his friend’s enthusiasm starting to lift his spirits. Weasel just gave him a withering look.
‘If I’d wanted a smart arse I’d have plugged the internet up my backside’, he said. Stoat looked a little crest-fallen, albeit with a drunken fuzz starting to soften the blow.
They settled into a contemplative silence, each creature lost for a while in his own thoughts. The sound from the TV nearest the Snug, which was tuned to a rolling news channel, washed over them. Weasel’s own lunchtime interview was just ending and then the camera moved on to a close up of Toad’s shiny round face, avuncular sincerity in his eyes. Then there was a wide shot showing him standing in a lowered cherry picker addressing a crowd of factory workers, then a shot of a reporter doing a piece to camera as the Prime Minister walked past behind her, shaking hands and waving to the happy crowds of workers.
Weasel looked at the performance with a knowing eye.
‘He’s good. I’ll give him that,’ he said to Stoat, who by now had finished all the food and was starting to drop off in his chair in the corner of the snug.
‘Whaa…?’ he asked, jerking back to life.
‘I said old Triple T. He’s good. He knows how to use the crowd, the camera, the news crews.’
He settled back in his chair, feet up on the three yellow binders, and drained the last of his pint. The camera was now back in the studio, where a Mole in a neat orange blouse was turning away from a smaller screen showing scenes from the factory and then handing over to a Squirrel standing in front of a large swing-o-meter graphic pointing doggedly to the far left. The sound was still muted, but he didn’t need to hear the words to get the message. The arrow on the graphic was pointing to a number, ‘Ninety two percent’, and the Squirrel was nodding confidently.
‘It’s not going to be easy, Stoatey, not easy at all,’ Weasel said, half to himself. He tried to drink more from his pint but realised he had already finished it so he put it back down on the table and slid it just out of his reach.
Then, back on the news something caught his eye. The Squirrel was still there, and the swing-o-meter too, only the big number had changed. It now read ‘eighty four percent’. They must have started by showing the overnight polls, he thought. He did a quick calculation and slapped Stoat’s shoulder with the back of his paw.
‘Wake up, Stoatey! It looks like things are moving.’
Stoat rubbed his eyes, stretched and sat upright again in his chair.
‘Why?’ he said sleepily. ‘What’s going on?’
Weasel pointed at the screen, but the Squirrel had already handed back to the Mole and the latter was talking directly to camera with a small picture of a fallen oak tree just behind her left shoulder.
‘Here, check on your phone,’ he insisted. ‘See what the latest polls say.’
Stoat was quick with technology, quicker than Weasel at least, and it wasn’t long before his nimble fingers had brought the latest poll figures up on his screen.
‘Here we go,’ he said. ‘Ignoring the Don’t Knows there’s Leave: sixteen percent; Remain: eighty four percent. Sheesh, that’s one heck of a difference!’
‘Give me that,’ said Weasel, and he snatched it from his friend’s paw. ‘OK, but look at this: forty percent Don’t Know. Well that’s a start, I guess.’
Stoat’s blank look drew further comment from Weasel.
‘Look, we’ve only been at it since this lunchtime and already an extra two percent of the population have climbed down off the fence. AND, we’ve doubled our share of the vote!’
Stoat still looked dubious. ‘Yeah, from eight to sixteen. That’s like the difference between being stepped on by an Elephant or a Horse, isn’t it? They’ll be scraping you up either way.’
‘Come on, Stoatey. Glass half full, eh? We’ve started to wake folks up already, and they are coming over to our side. We have a message that works. Now we just need to ramp up the volume…’
Weasel struck his thinking pose, feet up, head back, squinting at the ceiling.
‘What time are you meeting Pincer?’ he asked.
Stoat checked his phone.
‘Blimey! Five minutes!’
Precisely one minute later the pair were saying their goodbyes to the landlord and heading on foot to a meeting in Pincer’s offices in Tufty Tail Street.
SALVATORE WAS A Gibbon who had always suspected there was more to life than petty crime, but it had taken him until early adulthood to discover his true calling.
Home was just a word for the place where his mother cried, his siblings argued and his father never visited. School was the first reliable source he knew for a good meal and a respite from the temptations of the street. However, when he first got to Prison he realised that was his true home, his real school, where he got his own bed and food and an education. Access to prison was easy: steal this, take that, sell some of those. It was an application process he had become very good at. Yet prison life always left him feeling like there was something missing. Was this really all there was to life?
It was Yuri, a Siberian Cat with long flowing hair, who had shown him the one true path to salvation. They had struck up a conversation about Salvatore’s name across a nailed down table in the prison dining room. Yuri seemed to see inside him. He was a Cat who really understood how empty it felt to continue in a cycle of small crimes, and it was from him that Salvatore had got his copy of ‘The Tree of Life’. Suddenly, time spent in the cells took on a whole new purpose. Salvatore read the book, every word, even tough he found some of them tricky. Yuri had introduced him to a group in prison that met regularly to discuss ‘The Tree of Life’, and it was blissful to spend an hour with like-minded souls, away from the overbearing presence of the Guards or the shower block bullies.
The last time Salvatore had stepped out of prison he knew, deep in his reformed heart, it really was ‘the last time’. Yuri had convinced him of that. He strode down to the train station with just the clothes he stood up in, his well thumbed copy of ‘The Tree of Life’ and the yellow woollen ‘thinking hat’ his group had given him as a leaving gift.
Kind Yuri had also arranged a job for him. It wasn’t much, working in a bakery, but it meant he could afford a roof over his head, and food, and the customers all enjoyed discussing passages from ‘The Tree of Life’. For the first time in his life Salvatore was completely happy.
Yuri had told him that many were called, but few had the privilege to be chosen. He had said that some spent a lifetime waiting to learn their true path, but that a lucky few were blessed with a specific calling, and that if ever Salvatore was called he should consider it an honour, and should drop everything the better to answer the call.
Today that call had come.
Now he had a purpose. He was needed. His mission was clear.
He put on his yellow woollen hat and his jacket of Sycamore Seeds and headed in to town.
‘Thanks for coming over. It’s good to finally meet you in the flesh.’
Tommy Pincer was an American Bulldog, pure white but for a grey-green patch that coloured his right ear and down over one eye. He shook Weasel’s paw warmly, nodded at Stoat, and ushered the pair of them up the front steps.
He immediately got down to business.
‘You guys have made quite a start. I’m impressed!’
‘Well,’ said Weasel, ‘we’ve got a little movement in the polls already, but time is really tight so anytime you want to jump aboard you’re more than welcome.’
‘Hey, glad to hear it. You’ve been great, by the way,’ he said to Weasel, grasping his shoulder in a hefty paw. ‘Just great. You’re a natural on TV. Y’know, maybe, when this is all over, you might want to come and help me train up a few animals in some other places. I’m banking on this here Referendum being a blueprint for a new kind of politics.’
Holding the front door open, Pincer ushered them into a small, wood-lined lobby. ‘There was a time when Gold was King,’ he said. ‘Then came Oil: Black Gold. Now there is a new King on the horizon, and do you know what that might be?’
Stoat wasn’t sure, but he definitely knew he was impressed by anyone who spoke with as many capitals as Pincer did. Weasel held his tongue. He recognised a ‘set speech’ when he heard one.
‘I’ll tell you for nothing. The next King of the pile is… Data!’
Weasel and Stoat shared a look, not quite sure if they had heard a pearl of wisdom or just a throw away line.
‘Data, the new Gold. And right here,’ he gestured to the lift, ‘right here is the centre of the Data world.’
THE CENTRAL MESSAGE of ‘The Tree of Life’ was that existence was an endless cycle of pain and rebirth. Just like a tree growing in a forest, that loses branches in the wind, and is burrowed into by insects, so each animal spends their life subject to a thousand pains, some larger than others, that accompany them until they die. There is no way to find release from the endless cycle of suffering, but following the teachings of ‘The Tree of Life’ was the best way to cope with the pain.
Salvatore had read all of the book but not all of it had made sense to him. He had needed Yuri to help him find the meaning. Yuri was a good teacher. He could see the real meaning hidden deep in the text of the book, so deep that sometimes only a special teacher could find it. Like the lesson of the Sycamore Seeds. Yuri had explained it to him and now, oh how lucky he was, Salvatore was going to share that lesson with creatures who were still lost and needed to be found.
He settled on a place in the Shopping Centre. It was a good place to find a large crowd, and Yuri had told him he would want a large crowd the better to marvel at the lesson of the Sycamore Seeds. He wore his yellow woollen hat to help him stand out, and his jacket of Sycamore Seeds for the big finale, just as Yuri had advised him.
Salvatore looked around, searching for the best spot for his lesson. On the ground floor concourse there was a silver birch, fully grown, at one side.
‘How odd to keep a tree indoors,’ thought Salvatore. ‘Is it not suffering enough?’
He took up a place opposite the silver birch, asked a café owner if he could borrow a chair for a moment, and then stood on it to address his audience.
‘How heavy,’ he thought, ‘these Sycamore Seeds are, but how well they will delight the crowd when they fly out of my jacket and rain down their blessings on the non-believers.’
He cleared his throat and began the lesson.
‘In the Beginning was The Word, and The Word was Wood.’
He had hoped that by standing on the chair, with his bright yellow hat and his special jacket, a crowd might gather, if only out of curiosity, at the start of his lesson. It disappointed Salvatore that his presence seemed to have the opposite effect. Creatures started to back away from him. Yuri had told him this might happen, that not everyone was ready to hear the message the first time.
‘If that happens,’ Yuri had advised, ‘go straight for the jacket. Release your seeds of blessings and then, when you have their attention, you can go back and explain the lesson.’
Yuri was a very wise teacher.
Happy to finally have a purpose in life, Salvatore took the trigger from his pocket…




Chapter Seven

 
LOOK, THINGS WERE never going to end well for that Gibbon. If I hadn’t got the story first hand, and seen the evidence with my own eyes, I’d find it hard to believe too, but what can I tell you? For pawns, life can be nasty, brutish and short. Bad animals do bad things. And the animal who told me you would never believe this story is probably grinning his self-satisfied grin right now.
Who will you blame?
Salvatore?
‘The Tree of Life’?
Or the animal who is moving the pieces…?
The lobby of the Tufty Tail Street office block struck Weasel as unremarkable, almost disappointing. He had expected Tommy Pincer to have offices walled in marble, shining with gold (or was it Oil now? Or Data?), with acres between the front door and the security desk. Instead he found that the three of them together had just enough room to squeeze past the security guard sitting behind a large oak desk, and that they had reached the metal cage door of the lift before the door to the street had had time to fully close behind them.
Never one to be backward in coming forward Weasel raised his thoughts with Pincer as they waited for the single lift to arrive.
‘I don’t mean to be vulgar,’ he said, ‘but with your money I imagined you’d have something a bit more…’
He left the sentence hanging. He wasn’t sure what word he required, but he did know that ‘cramped’ and ‘old fashioned’ were certainly off the list.
The lift slowly rattled down to meet them. It stopped a foot short of the floor, accompanied by a curious metal snapping sound way above them. Stoat jumped back in alarm. Pincer, however, seemed unperturbed. He yanked the cage door aside, made the small jump up into the lift and said with a smile,
‘Well, c’mon. It’s this or the stairs. Life’s a gamble, right?’
Once the three of them were in the lift Weasel dragged the cage door shut. He’d seen this type of lift in films and wanted to give the impression that he was totally up to speed with whatever mad contraption a billionaire dog was comfortable with. The lift jolted into life, and almost immediately something landed with a clatter on the lift roof. Stoat grabbed at the cage door, fearful for his safety, but again Pincer turned his super-confident smile on him.
‘It’s old, but it’s never let me down yet. And besides, there’s no stairs between two and four so it’s all we’ve got.’ He winked at Weasel as, high above them, the sounds of a straining motor began to settle into an arthritic rhythm and the lift began its slow ascent.
‘Let me ask you a question,’ Pincer continued, his nose pointing firmly at Weasel, his eyes sharp, ears cocked. ‘What colour did the bad guys wear in the Second Orchid War? And, for the sake of balance, you can choose either side as the bad guys.’
Weasel considered his response carefully. Was it a trick question? Was he being sounded out? Would his answer dictate which way they turned when they got out of the lift (did Pincer have an office and a special office, wink, wink, and all that?)…
‘It’s ok. It’s not a trick question. One wore Purple, the other Green, right?’
Weasel nodded, not quite sure where this super confident American Bulldog was headed, but absolutely certain he wanted to follow.
‘Er, of course, yes. Rats and Cats wore Purple. Wild Wood, Foxes, Dogs… all Green.’
‘Ok, now it’s your turn. Pick a battle.’
‘I’m sorry?’ said Weasel.
‘Pick a battle. Any battle. Test me…’ said Pincer, cocking his head to one side.
(To say that Weasel had ‘studied’ History at school was being generous to the verb ‘to study’. History itself would probably argue that all that could be said with absolute certainty was that Weasel had been in the same room as textbooks and teachers. All of the other subjects would most likely agree.)
The best Weasel could say with any degree of certainty was that he was pretty sure there had been a battle with a bridge involved.
‘The, er… the Bridge at er…’
Quick as a flash Pincer answered.
‘Sparrow Falls? Red and Blue. Hornsbury? Grey and Mustard. Bad Bottom Ridge? Green, Grey and Blue.’
There was silence in the lift for a moment, save for the clanking of the winding mechanism and the rattling of the cage.
‘Well! You really know your stuff!’ said Weasel. For the second time that day he could hear himself starting to sound like a Prep School boy, this time in the presence of a cool Sixth Former rather than a Headmaster.
‘I’m sure you’ve guessed my point though, eh?’ Pincer asked.
Weasel, momentarily back in short trousers and school cap, said,
‘I’m with you all the way, Pincey.’
‘Pincey’? ‘Pincey’! What am I saying? Get a grip, now!
‘Sorry sir, I mean… Mr Pincer… Pincer.’
Did I just call him ‘Sir’? Quick: dig!
‘But Stoater, er… Stoatey… Stoat here might need a bit of a nudge.’
Phew. Good save, Ollie old boy. Deflect and recover. He might not have noticed…
Two pairs of eyes turned to look at Stoat, who was shaking slightly, and not just because of the rickety lift.
‘Um… I’m not sure,’ ventured Stoat, timidly. ‘Are you a fashion expert?’
Weasel could have kissed Stoat. If ever he needed to not look like the idiot in the room (and with a personal motto of ‘Fake it ’til you make it’ that had so far added up to quite a lot of rooms) then Stoat was the perfect fall guy.
Pincer, though, looked kindly on Stoat.
‘Let me give it to you straight,’ he said, ‘ ’cos not everyone gets this, and that’s why it matters’.
Stoat and Weasel both edged in closer to Pincer, as much as that was possible in the confined space of the lift.
‘If you don’t want to wind up dying in a battle, don’t wear a uniform.’
He let his words sink in for a moment. Stoat started imagining naked armies, like the ones he’d seen in the big paintings in Art Galleries, and wondered how that might be considered safer. But for Weasel the light was slowly starting to dawn.
‘So this office is a disguise? Like an undercover army?’ he said, with wonder and admiration in his voice.
‘Precisely, my ‘dear old thing’! Precisely!’ and Pincer laughed, a deep, throaty laugh, and the others joined in, relieved that the rising social tension of their lift journey had finally been lanced.
The lift passed through an empty floor. No lights, no life, peeling paper.
‘Ok, it’s like this,’ said Pincer, happy now to fill in the blanks for them. ‘That Second Orchid War really opened things up. I mean really. A bunch of us business families were just poised to jump right in and start trading the heck out of all those places on the other side of the lake. But, as always,’ he rolled his eyes and gave Weasel and Stoat a knowing look, ‘politicians stepped in and carved things up. They put trade barriers in place. Made it hard for us to turn much profit. And year on year they have tightened the screw even further, am I right? I mean, there’s regulations for everything now, right? What ever happened to ‘buyer beware’?
Weasel nodded. That sense of injustice, with politicians putting up barriers to free trade and snooping around to see where you have hidden your money, was just what had driven him his whole life. It was, of course, precisely why he was trying to bring down the LEAF League. That thought reminded him of the task in hand, and how time was against them.
‘Yes, yes, and yes again,’ he said. ‘Sold to the Dog with the green patch on his eye!’
‘So, we got ourselves a lease on this building to give us a foothold right in the heart of enemy territory, if you catch my drift. By the time I turned up here there was already a thriving war effort going on.’
‘I’m sorry,’ said Stoat. He was struggling to keep up. ‘You said ‘war effort’?’
‘Sure did, my whiskered friend. Take a wrong turn in this building and you never know what you might come across: a right wing website (we’ve got two of those here so take your pick); any of three think tanks (they are your go-to guys for legal fees, financing for demos, backing for activists, funding academic papers – you can really fill your boots with those guys); climate science deniers by the bucketful; we’ve got an SM station pushing hashtags (but then, who doesn’t, right?); the list goes on. If you want to open up political divisions anywhere in the world we’ve probably got all the tools you need right here. We’ve been fighting this war for years now. I almost feel sorry for the poor suckers we are fighting against who still haven’t realised!’
He paused, lost for a moment in a personal reverie. ‘Almost.’
The lift stopped without finesse, and the three travellers got out to find themselves in a corridor that was much more what Weasel had in mind.
‘Right,’ said Pincer, striding towards a large oak door. ‘Let’s open up a new battle front.’
Weasel followed him down the corridor as if in a dream…
IT WAS THREE hours later, once the forensic team had finished at the blast site and those bodies that could be had been bagged up and taken away for identification, that an odd rain began to fall on Kevin the cleaner. One, then another, a slow fall of small ball bearings that had been stuck to the ceiling way above by something gooey, were finally making their way back down to earth. As he glanced up to see where they were coming from his eye was caught by a flash of bright yellow in the shattered branches of the silver birch: on closer inspection it appeared to be a yellow woollen hat.
Weasel entered Pincer’s office with only one thing on his mind: Data. He hadn’t really got what Pincer had said about it before, but when he saw the rows of terminals, with two dozen Dogs busily typing and clicking, and the racks of large black… things (I guess I’ll find out what they are called later) humming and flashing and generally looking sinister, he knew that, whatever Pincer meant by it, ‘Data’ really was the new ‘Gold’.
The office was, in fact, four offices knocked through into one large space. At the end where they had come in two banks of computer terminals ran opposite each other in the centre of the room. A single trunk of cables was tied along the centre of the ceiling, with two cables descending from it to each terminal. Beyond the last pair of computers the cable trunk moved on to the large black ‘things’, that stood in solid rows, like really, really nasty soldiers, going back deep into the third and fourth rooms. The whole effect looked like some giant super-creature, being fed through cables by the pack of Dogs on their swivel chairs.
Pincer breathed in deeply.
‘Let battle commence.’
He took Weasel and Stoat to the nearest terminal and had them look over the King Charles Spaniel’s shoulder as she typed.
‘This here is what I bring to the party. It is my most powerful weapon,’ he said with pride. ‘The power of…suggestion.’
Looking closer, Weasel and Stoat saw that the Spaniel was editing a poster.
‘Now, Selina here is working on the Marsh Peninsula. You know it?’
Stoat shook his head, Weasel vaguely nodded (…and the ghost of Weasel’s Geography teacher turned, involuntarily, in her grave).
‘Of course you don’t. Who does?’ Pincer said, jovially. ‘But you will!’
‘Go on then,’ said Weasel, ‘What’s the story?’
Aware that time was pressing, Pincer hurried the conversation along.
‘It may be tiny, but it is one of five small areas hoping to join the LEAF League. There’s an election coming up. Candidate A is streets ahead in the polls, but we
really want Candidate B. Now, can you guess why we prefer B?’
Weasel’s mind was whirring. This was more like his territory.
‘I’d say Candidate B isn’t a fan of the League, so if he got the gig he would stop them joining?’
‘Close, my new Weasely friend,’ said Pincer. ‘Close, but not quite there. Candidate B will win (trust me, I know how these things go) and he will take the Peninsula into the League. And then, for a small fee, he will join our growing number of delegates on the inside.’
A knowing smile crept slowly across Weasel’s face and he nodded appreciatively.
‘That is genius, Pincer. Sheer genius. But I do have one question….’ he said.
Stoat, on the other hand, had plenty of questions. His head was still trying to fathom the coloured uniform conversation. On balance, he decided that silence was currently his strongest suit.
‘It’s ok, I know.’ said Pincer. ‘You want to know how we make an ‘also ran’ into a ‘champion hurdler’. Am I right?’ Without waiting for an answer he carried on, caught up in the delight of getting to tell someone new about his favourite weapon.
‘It’s all about suggestion. That is all political campaigns have ever been about, but the annoying thing is… there are rules. They stop you using crafty punches to wind your opponent. They force you to play by, or at least pretty close to, the rules. But not any more!’
Selina swivelled in her chair and showed Pincer the finished poster. It showed a picture of a Puma holding a door open, and a very long line of Goats walking through. The banner read, ‘MANOLO wants to give your job to a Goat.’
‘That’s not true, is it?’ said Weasel, slowly beginning to reverse-engineer Pincer’s strategy.
Pincer shook his head.
‘And ‘Manolo’ is ‘Candidate A’, yes?’ asked Weasel.
Pincer nodded, delightedly.
‘And they don’t like Goats in the Marsh Peninsula?’
‘Right again,’ said Pincer.
‘So, just one more question…’ said Weasel. ‘How do you get to run the posters without getting caught?’
Pincer patted Selina on the shoulder, nodded appreciatively at her, then took Weasel and Stoat over to the window.
‘In one word?’ he said.
Even Stoat realised what was coming next…
‘Data!’
From a distance they watched Selina busy herself at the keyboard while Pincer explained what she was doing.
‘These days everyone likes to think they have the scoop on something. There’s a widening suspicion that there is ‘truth’ out ‘there’ and ‘they’ are trying to keep it from you. So when you find a ‘real truth’, you share the pants off it, trying to make up for the huge injustice of ‘them’ having control of all ‘the media’. Are you following?’
Stoat sort of nodded, but Weasel was already slotting this new idea into his own plans for the campaign.
‘So what Selina is doing,’ ventured Weasel, testing out his understanding, ‘is creating some new ‘real truths’ and, what, passing them around?’
‘Precisely. She is a genius at propaganda posters. Others here are better at articles. And all of them are great at astroturfing.’
Weasel was back on familiar turf (so to speak) with astroturfing. Pretending to be an ordinary member of the public had been one of his key assets for many years, and he had on occasion felt the need to bung the odd school chum a few quid to write ‘unbiased’ reviews for various projects he had invested in.
‘Ok, so does Selina have lots of online friends? How does that bit work?’
‘This,’ Pincer paused, genuinely paused, for dramatic effect. Weasel could have kissed him! ‘…is where the data comes in.’
In five minutes he explained the process of data collection. Weasel was all ears, but to Stoat it sounded very complicated. There was something about online competitions, small print, contact lists, behaviour patterns. The upshot seemed to be that Pincer could send total lies tailored to individual voters and convince them they were true, and no-one really knew it was happening. It was the alchemy of campaigning.
‘I have found,’ said Pincer, summing up, ‘that the more outrageous the content, the more likely it is to be shared. Animals, eh? What are they like?’
Weasel took Pincer by the paw and said, ‘Where do I sign?’
‘Sign?’ said Pincer. ‘We’re gonna do you a freebie to test some new algorithms. You just fire the starting gun and we’ll get cracking.’
Later, as they strolled away from Tufty Tail Street, Weasel, high on Data, whipped out his phone to see if the polls had seen any more movement while they had been with Pincer. His eye was caught by a news flash that slid down from the top of his screen.
RADICALISED SUICIDE BOMBER KILLS FORTY TWO LOCALS AT LITTLE MEADOW SHOPPING CENTRE
Well, well, well. Either this is a BIG coincidence, or it’s one of our ‘friends in high places’ making a move. I wonder…
He linked arms with Stoat and they walked briskly, almost skipping, back to The Stump for another round.




Chapter Eight

 
SOMETHING NAGGED AT Ivan’s brain, so he headed to the Library to check it out. Taking a copy of the Cadet’s Handbook off the shelf he settled down to read up on the ‘Knob Head Protocol’, to be sure he had got it right.
His delivery method had been very cunning, he thought. He had liberally smeared the poison on to the doorknob then rung the bell, leaving a glittery toy star shining in the hedge by the garden gate as he scarpered. The Mole had come out, seen there was no one there, and had been about to go back in when his gaze fell upon the shiny object. He had walked down the path to take a look, just as Ivan had predicted, and had then gone back inside, using the door handle to let himself back in to his flat.
It…was…textbook!
Ivan sat in the Library and began to feel the weight of his underground home lifting off his shoulders. He had done his time down in the basement. Now he had completed his first proper mission. Things could only go uphill from here.
But something still didn’t feel quite right.
He re-read ‘Protocol 421(b) Nerve agent delivery – Internal door’. He ran his finger down the list of items required and the most effective way to apply the poison to the doorknob. He checked for footnotes. There were none. He closed the book. He had done everything correctly.
For ‘Protocol 421 (b)’.
A creeping sense of pessimism overtook him.
With trepidation, he reopened the book. Surely the Protocol for External doors was similar, if not identical. With relief, he realised it was.
Ant then he saw the footnote. It read: ‘When applying to an external door be aware that the power of the dose is dramatically reduced in damp conditions.’
He tried to remember back to the night before. It hadn’t been raining, had it? No, he was fairly certain it had not been. But it had been damp, like a low cloud, or a mist coming in off the river. He remembered having to wipe the dampness off his eyebrows, taking care not to get any of the nerve agent on himself as he did so. And he had towelled himself off when he had come home.
He stopped and stared at the footnote again.
It had worked, hadn’t it?
He realised there was only one thing to do: go back and check that the target had been ‘neutralised’.
He waited until darkness fell. There was no way the Commander would give a ‘Basement Boris’ like him a Daylight Pass without a full explanation, and although Ivan knew that he had done everything properly, he really wanted to check before coming clean with the Commander. So, a standard Night Pass it had to be.
He limped down the same streets as the night before, in the dim orange glow of the streetlights. As he approached the target’s address he had to turn the collar up on his jacket, to keep out the damp in the air. He remembered having done that the night before, and a sense of foreboding overtook him.
When he reached the flat he headed straight for the front door. It was closed but, to his relief, there was still a gel-like substance clearly visible on the doorknob, if you knew to look for it.
‘What was I worried for?’ he said to himself. ‘Mission accomplished!’
However, just to be on the safe side, and since he was now ‘moving through the ranks’, he decided to double check. If the ‘Protocol’ had worked then there should be one dead target inside. All he had to do was gain entry, verify the body and sneak away in the night, back to his underground barracks for a good night’s sleep.
He obviously wasn’t going the use the front door, with its poisoned doorknob, so he headed around the back, through a rotten wooden gate and past three bins, until he found himself at the back door. It was locked.
Now, how did they teach us to do this? he thought. He remembered doing basic training, but since he thought he would only be working in the Computer Room he hadn’t paid full attention to the practical skills. He did remember being told, ‘If in doubt, punch your way out’. Was that to do with getting through locked doors? Or was it when you were cornered in an alley? He couldn’t remember, but he tried it anyway. He picked up a large stone that was conveniently placed beside the back door and held it in his paw as he punched through the glass. The stone certainly gave his punch momentum. The glass shattered dramatically, almost exhilaratingly, and Ivan felt more alive than he had done at any time since joining the Army.
Then he felt the pain. And regret. His fist hurt, and when he looked at it he could see that a large gash from knuckles to wrist was the main cause of the pain. He dropped the stone, not registering that he had dropped it on his good foot because the pain in is hand was still so intense. He wasn’t sure how best to stop the flow of blood, but he opted for taking off his jacket and wrapping in tightly around his fist, then cradling it in his other arm, like it was a new born cub.
‘Finish the mission,’ was a mantra that had been drilled into them in basic training. His mission, the one he had chosen for himself that night, was to make sure the target was toast. He steeled himself for action.
‘In we go!’ he said boldly, trying to raise his shaken spirits with a bit of bravado.
Then he remembered that the door, with its gloriously shattered window, was still locked.
He reached through the gaping hole, the jagged teeth of glass scratching through his fur, and tried the lock. It was a mortice, and try as he might to find a hook or a string or anything near the back door that might contain a key, or lead him to a key, there was nothing. He sat down on the back doorstep, his spine to the door, and cursed.
Ivan the Whys had something to say about situations similar to the one his namesake now found himself in. He had written, ‘Sometimes the solution is much easier than you imagine, but your own efforts push it away like a lost ball floating on a pond. Be still, and let the ripples bring the ball to you.’
Ivan stopped cuddling his bloody-fist-cub-jacket-wrap and placed his good hand on the floor…onto a key! (…that, had he inspected it more closely, he would have noticed was resting on a dry patch of concrete, a patch precisely the same size and shape as the stone he had picked up to help him smash the window.)
‘Ivan be Praised!’ he intoned, looking at the key with almost mystical delight.
He tried it in the lock and such was his joy when the key opened the door that he barely notice the fresh cuts he got to his good foot as he stepped in the glass on the kitchen floor.
He padded through to the living room and there, lying face down, was the target.
‘Long Live the President!’ he said delightedly, relieved that he had had nothing to worry about after all.
And then he noticed the pain in his foot.
It was while he was in the bathroom, trying to clean up his many cuts and stop the worst flows of blood from his paw and foot, that he heard a fresh tinkle of glass that stopped him in his tracks. He carefully closed the bathroom door over, leaving it just a paw’s width ajar, and listened carefully. Someone else was in the flat!
IT WAS WOLF-LIGHT by the time I set out for the address Mother had given me. Tommy Roo had offered to walk me there, but I had tried my best to put the big guy off. I had pointed out, tactfully, that his undoubted skills as a bouncer were outweighed by the inability of any fully grown male Kangaroo to sneak around unnoticed. In the end he took me most of the way, then stepped back into a shadows and all but disappeared.
‘I’ve got your back,’ he said, in his surprisingly high pitched, effeminate voice that was often the last thing a rogue animal heard before hearing a more familiar voice, several days later, saying, ‘Ooh look, nurse, I think he’s coming around.’
My whiskers were twitching like crazy when I got to the corner of Mole’s street. If I was right, and something had happened to him, then I knew there was more than an outside chance I might have been walking into a trap.
The flat was on the ground floor of an end terrace, on the corner of a side street. One orange streetlight stood on the opposite side of the road, giving the only light, now that the sun had fully set. There was a dampness to the air, not rain, more like a low cloud, and it began to settle on my fur. I hate that, the way it grows into droplets. They tickle as they run off. Still, I’d rather be safe than dry, so I hunkered down in a doorway six doors away from Mole’s house and waited to see if I could spot any signs of life around the property.
After twenty minutes I was fairly certain there was no one else doing what I was doing, watching and waiting in the shadows. I guess a long stretch living in The Ends will heighten your senses for creatures lurking in shady places. I did the full shake and wiped my fur down to get rid of the worst of the damp, then plucked up the courage to go and investigate the flat. I knew the only way through the mess of Tony’s e-mail and Wildheart was to take it head on, but it still gave me shivers. It’s easy to be fearless when you’re on your laptop digging through someone’s digital bins, but real life dangers take it to a whole new level. Something deep in my Rabbit brain flashed images of sharp teeth and powerful claws, and I don’t mind admitting that right there in that damp doorway I was not feeling like a brave bunny. I shrank into my damp fur, swallowed hard and stepped out of the shadows.
Mole had gone silent.
Buck was on my tail.
I had no choice.
Immediately I jumped right back in to my hiding place. Mole’s front door had opened! I pushed myself as deep into the shadows as I could and watched. There was someone standing at the door, inside the flat. They were mostly hidden from me but if I looked really hard I reckoned I could just make out a paw, or maybe a claw, holding the door. Oh, my heart! It was beating like a woodpecker! I was worried the noise of it might carry across the street.
It didn’t.
After what was probably only twenty seconds, but felt like an hour, the door closed. Looking back at the flat it all seemed quiet again, although there was something different about the door that I couldn’t quite tell from my hiding place six doors away.
I waited three minutes, calming my breathing and running more droplets off my fur. I waited another three. Nothing happened.
After six minutes I made a decision.
Keeping close to the hedgerow that marked the boundary between the pavement and the front gardens I found myself at the garden gate that led to Mole’s flat. I listened. Rabbits are good at listening. Check the ears, right? I heard several sounds but none of them were coming from the flat, so I gathered as much courage as I could muster and sneaked down the path to the front door… only to find it had a plastic bag covering the door knob!
I did a double take and jumped back away from it, as if it was about to bite me. Hey, I was jumpy, ok? I found myself in front of the living room window so I ducked down, hoping I hadn’t been seen. As I crouched I tried to reassemble the snapshot of the darkened room I had just glimpsed: an orange glow from the street light; a bed; an armchair; and was there a body on the floor?
I really couldn’t be sure what I had seen, fleetingly, in the dim light. But I knew that a body on the floor would fit with my reason for being there, so I plucked up the courage to have a better look.
Pulling my ears down flat to my head I slowly raised myself and looked through the window. I had been right. In the centre of the floor was a body, lying still.
It was either Tony Mole, or he kept a body in his living room. Either way things were not looking good for him.
I had a decision to make, and running away wasn’t an option. Not if that was Mole, because that would mean he was the guy who, for whatever reason, had reached out to me with his Carrington 5ive e-mail. Aside from still having to pin down what ‘Hornworm’ was, I kind of felt responsible for finishing Mole’s story.
I decided against the front door. Whenever I go looking for things online, I always have most joy by finding a back entrance. It’s usually less well guarded. So why not in real life?
I crawled around the side of the flat and found an old, rotten gate leading to an untidy back yard. Picking my way between the bins I made it up to the back door… and found it open. I did the full shake once more, just to give me an extra bit of courage, and to get the worst of the droplets off me.
The broken glass on the floor spoke eloquently of how the door had come to be open, despite the key that still poked out from the lock. I only hoped that whoever had broken in, the shadowy character I’d seen at the front door, had already got what they wanted and had cleared off the same way they had arrived.
I crept as carefully and as silently as I could, over the sharp shards on the floor and, taking my courage in both paws, pushed on into the living room. Seeing the body close up was quite a shock, I don’t mind telling you. It’s not the sort of thing I see every day. But then, as I looked at his prone body on the floor even I could see something odd about it: it had fallen perfectly into the recovery position.
Have you ever been walking alone in the woods minding your own business and then you hear a twig snap, or a rifle bolt slam home, or a deep, low growl? Well, that’s just how I felt when I heard a noise come from behind my left shoulder. I totally froze. Like, ‘block-of-ice’ froze. I couldn’t turn around, even if I’d wanted to.
The door from the hall that I had just come through was closing. Soft footsteps came up close behind me…
But no teeth.
Not yet, I thought. I guess baddies tend to like to play with their food first.
Slowly, as if not wanting to set off a hairpin trigger, I managed to turn my head, just an inch. Not enough to see what was behind me.
Then it spoke.
‘Cottontail,’ the voice at my ear whispered. ‘Well isn’t this a coincidence?’
WHOEVER THE NEWCOMER was it sounded to Ivan as though they had headed straight for the living room. The layout of the flat was quite simple. A hall ran from the front door to the kitchen, with the living room and then the bathroom off the hall to the left. The bathroom door opened inwards, and was hinged to afford him a view of the hall heading towards the front door.
He kept the light off in the bathroom and weighed up his options. He quickly realised he had no more than three. Fight his way out; sneak his way out; or wait until the visitor left.
Almost immediately it seemed like the decision might have been taken for him. He heard footsteps in the hallway and caught sight of a solid looking creature heading for the front door. Just beyond his sight he heard the front door open.
Oh, thank the President! he thought, gratefully, as he heard the door close again.
But then he heard more footsteps, heading back into the living room.
Bother!
Still here!
He silently wrapped towels around his cuts like makeshift bandages and looked at his options again. With his club foot he had never been the best at running anywhere, so if he wasn’t going to make a run for it he was going to have to find a way to get his unwelcome visitor to leave.
Make that ‘both’ unwelcome visitors, because as he was making up his mind a second set of footprints, lighter than the first, padded past his hiding place and into the front room.
‘That does it,’ he told himself. ‘I definitely can’t outrun two chaps.’
With his uninjured paw he took out his phone and switched it on, hoping he had remembered to leave it on silent.
He had! Maybe his luck was changing…
He heard voices from the other room. Quiet whispering, nothing he could make out, but certainly enough to tell him that the two visitors were not fighting.
Crouching down he put the phone on the floor and, using his good paw, dialled for the police. A tinny voice responded after two rings.
Ivan then realised that, yet again, he was in a pickle. If he told the police where he was he would give his presence away to the two unwanted visitors next door. However, if he didn’t tell them where he was then no one would come to frighten his visitors away.
The angel on the end of the line saved him.
‘Caller, because you have not spoken for five seconds but are still on the line I have triggered an emergency protocol. We have your location. A response team will be with you shortly. Sit tight.’
With that the angelic voice hung up.
All Ivan had to do now was wait…
‘DON’T MAKE A sound!’ said the voice, softly, right behind my ear.
There was something odd about that voice. It didn’t seem to go with a set of sharp teeth that had me in their sights.
I continued my slow turn to see by whom I had been accosted. (Ok, Confession Number Five: Even when frightened - no, especially when frightened - I have a keen sense of grammatical accuracy.)
An elderly Badger smiled at me and held her arms wide.
‘What the flip…?’ was all I could manage.
‘Melody,’ the Badger whispered. ‘Higgins. I’ve been looking for you for some time.’
She looked at me over a pair of half-moon specs and held out a paw.
I just gaped and slowly offered a paw of my own.
‘I know. So many questions, eh?’ she said kindly. ‘And there will be time but first we have to work quickly.’
She began to rummage in Mole’s pockets, and came up with a purple envelope and a smooth white memory stick.
‘Sorry, Tony,’ she said softly to Mole’s body. ‘Help will be along soon. You did good.’
That was a bit odd, I thought. I looked at Mole, then at the Badger. She must have seen the question in my eyes because she smiled back at me.
‘Tony has been poisoned, most likely with a nerve agent smeared on his doorknob. Looks like textbook Fox work, although that doesn’t mean it is Fox work. Could be a copy-cat. Either way, it seems he was lucky. He’s still breathing so he didn’t get a fatal dose. I’ve seen this MO before, and if it doesn’t finish you off almost instantly then you have a great chance of pulling through. A nasty couple of weeks in intensive care, but usually no lasting damage.’
It was a lot to take in all at once. At least it explained the bag covering the door knob and the reason Mole was in the recovery position. What it didn’t clarify, in any way, was who this weirdly calm and efficient Badger was.
‘Now, I’ve rung for an ambulance. We should stay until we hear their sirens, and then we’ll have to make our escape… with this!’ She brandished the white memory stick.
My mind was racing to catch up. As I’m sure you can imagine, I had a queue of questions, most of them short and starting with ‘W’. Melody helped me out.
‘Tony here took over your brother’s files after he went missing. He made some headway but got stumped by something called ‘HORNWORM’; told me he kept finding it in the most highly guarded areas. Obviously we ran all the checks but we came up with nothing. Not even a shadow of a thing. It was as if ‘HORNWORM’, whatever it is, or was, wasn’t just cloaked, it was ripped out altogether.’
The mention of Dug gave me another jolt. As far as I knew he had vanished without trace three months ago. No news, no finger in the post, no ransom demands. Nothing.
Realisation slowly dawned on me (although it annoyed me that it had split an infinitive so to do).
‘So you work for the Service?’
‘I was your brother’s boss, and Tony’s still one of mine.’
‘And you wanted to find me, to see if I knew what Hornworm was?’
Melody bent down and checked again that Mole had a pulse. Still crouching, she looked up at me.
‘You are so hard to find!’ she whispered. ‘I mean that as a compliment, of course. You must tell me where you’ve been all this time.’
There, in the middle of Mole’s living room, a dreadful thought occurred to me.
‘Does this mean I’ve been caught, ma’am?’
Melody straightened up and looked me square in the eyes over her half-moon specs.
‘ ‘Ma’am’? ‘Mel’ will do,’ she said. ‘And I’m not high up enough in the Service to want to catch you,’ she added, with a wink.
In the distance the bi-tonal wail of a siren drifted up the street and into Tony Mole’s living room.
Mel took me by the arm.
‘Time we made our escape. Mind the glass on the way out. And keep your wits about you. It may have been a while since I worked out in the field, but if my senses are still good then I smell a Fox.’
She turned back to Mole and said, ‘Good luck, Tony. Help is on its way.’
With that we navigated the sharp debris on the kitchen floor and disappeared into the shadows of the back alleys behind the flats.
CONSTABLE CRACKLING HADN’T seen a door knob with a bag on it before. However, he had been in the Force a long time and he put his longevity down partly to not being too curious about what was inside suspicious bags. Other folks got paid to risk looking inside bags. He was simply present to respond to a situation and decide which higher pay grades needed to come and take over.
He and his partner eyed the front door with suspicion. His partner, being the junior member of the team, got the short straw. In this case that meant knocking on the door anyway. To be on the safe side she used the handle of her night stick.
No answer.
They had been alerted that there might be a caller in danger, so they had come with full blues and twos. No-one in the neighbourhood could have been unaware of their presence. Their hope was that whichever miscreant was causing bother to a member of the public would have been scared off by the lights and the siren, leaving a grateful victim and no one to arrest. In turn that usually meant a box of chocolates some days down the line and the bare minimum of paperwork. Win, win.
They proceeded around to the rear of the property and gained entrance through the already open back door. An initial scan of the interior revealed much broken glass, a lot of blood in the bathroom and a body on the floor of the front room.
Constable Crackling crouched and checked for a pulse.
‘He’s still alive, just,’ he said to his partner. ‘Call the paramedics.’
His partner put her phone to her ear and, before she had a chance to say anything, the sound of an ambulance siren fired off outside. The two officers looked at each other and decided that whatever had just happened was above their pay grade.
Constable Crackling went and opened the door for the medics, relieved to find that the door knob had no bag on it on the inside.




Chapter Nine

 
MEL’S CAR WAS parked two streets away, and by the time we got to it the damp river mist had begun to collect into heavy droplets again on our fur. We stood on opposite sides of the car and both did the full shake just as, through the mist, a second siren homed in on the flat we had just left.
‘Can’t the Service stretch to a staff car?’ I asked, casting my eye over Mel’s plain black, not-too-old, nowhere-near-new estate.
‘This is a staff car!’ she replied, indignantly.
She unlocked the doors and we got in out of the damp. Both doors squeaked loudly on unoiled hinges.
‘I asked for ‘instantly forgettable’.’
‘Well then, it’s bang on the money.’
I settled back in to the soft, padded seat and ran through the events of the last hour: the walk in the damp night with Tommy Roo; the time spent watching from the shadows; the bagged door knob; the broken glass; Mole; Mel…
‘So,’ I said, turning to my driver as the car pulled away. ‘You were looking for me. That’s quite a queue all of a sudden.’
Mel eased out of the side road and into the sparse evening traffic on the main road heading up river.
‘My whiskers have been twitching ten to the dozen ever since Tony got stuck into this Hornworm thing. Of course, he kept it off the books, told me it was nothing and tried to keep me in the dark, but when I saw that e-mail he sent you...’
Hornworm was starting to feel like a rogue moth, flitting about in every shadow and refusing to be pinned down.
We sat in thoughtful silence as the car headed alongside the river and past Toad Hall. Boy did I have a lot of big questions after the night I was having! I barely knew where to start.
‘So, was Dug rummaging around with ‘Hornworm’ too? Before Mole, I mean?’
Mel nodded her head, keeping her eyes on the road. ‘He must have had a sniff of it as far as I can tell, although he didn’t see fit to share it with me at the time. And maybe that is what led to his disappearance.’
A chill hit the air between us.
‘Oh! Oh, I’m sorry. I…’
‘Ah, don’t sweat it, Mel. I haven’t given up hope, but I’m not going to fool myself.’
You don’t get to share a bedroom with a guy for most of your life without him feeling able to talk to you, like really talk to you. He knew the risks, and he made sure I did too.
‘You know, Cottontail,’ said Mel, looking directly at me as we stopped at traffic lights. ‘This is dangerous business. Really dangerous. You’ve seen what happened to Tony.’
We shared a silent moment, thinking of the very real dangers a Service agent must face every day. Tony Mole had known too. It still must have come as a shock to him though, as he slowly lost the feeling in his paw and then on up his arm…
‘And you know something else?’ Mel continued.
I cocked my head: a silent question.
Mel gave a little smile.
‘I’m short by one agent now, what with Tony taking an unauthorised absence.’
She kept her eyes straight ahead, on the road, and left her last statement hanging in the air between us.
I broke the silence first.
‘I’m not sure the Service would be glad to have me,’ I said. ‘I’ve got previous.’
‘Well, that’s OK,’ said Mel. ‘Like I said, Tony was working ‘Hornworm’ off the books. I guess if anyone with the right skill set were to pick up where he left off…’ She took the smooth white memory stick from her pocket and held it up between us ‘…then that would have to be off the books too.’
‘No pay, no perks, no backup?’
‘Some things we do for love, don’t we? I know I don’t do it for my bank balance and blood pressure.’
She pulled the car over to a halt at the kerb, on the bank of the river. I realised immediately where we were: fifty yards short of the HQ building. I suppose I should have guessed where Mel would be steering me.
‘Look,’ I said, ‘the last time I went anywhere near your HQ the Hounds of Hell were released in my direction. I’m not sure I need that sort of jeopardy in my life. Not on top of ‘Buck Wildheart’, whoever the Fox he is.’
‘Was that really the last time?’
I guess that was a rhetorical question. She must have known I’d have needed a sneaky peak at some sort of private HQ information to track Mole down.
We sat in the gently idling vehicle as the river mist caressed the car’s curves like a silk scarf. I was thinking hard. I had a kind of freedom and I’d got used to it. But then, if I didn’t take a risk maybe I would lose my best chance of working out what had happened to Dug. And now there was Mole too. I hadn’t asked him to drag me into this, but there were probably short odds on me being his last hope. And all the while a Fox had begun to sniff me out.
No, the only way to guarantee my own safety now was to head for the hills and burrow deep, but in that case I may just as well be dead already.
‘OK,’ I said, more to the voice inside my head than to Mel. ‘But I’ll need access to Dug’s computer, and Mole’s.’
‘Very good,’ said Mel, in her calm way, as if she had always known what my response would be, ‘and thank you.’
She put the car in gear and pulled onto the access road leading behind the main building and down into the car park.
‘Now, hop onto the back seat and cover yourself with that blanket.’
IT WAS SUPPOSED to be good news. The target was neutralised, as ordered.
Mission accomplished!
It turned out that life was more complicated than that.
Ivan stood before Commander Reynard’s desk and tried not to let the pain in his foot and paw show on his face. He had got back to base a little after midnight, cleaned his wounds as best he could, and was just settling down to try to get some sleep in his bunk when the call had come for him to report back to the Commander
Didn’t that Fox ever sleep?
He crept out of the dormitory, trying to keep his weight off his gashed and bruised foot, and gingerly made his way up the stairs, out of the basement, and in to the Commander’s office. Reynard had been waiting for Ivan, dressed in his usual military uniform, and Ivan couldn’t work out if the Commander was a very early riser or if he just hadn’t been to bed yet.
‘I am aware that Oak Leaf has been engaged, Fairy,’ said Reynard. ‘I gained that intelligence from a most unusual source…’ He paused to give himself time to get close to Ivan, standing right in front of him. ‘Do you know precisely which source I used?’
Ivan stared at the black spot on the wall and said nothing. He was slowly getting better at recognising rhetorical questions.
‘I shall tell you, Fairy,’ Reynard continued. ‘It was the Wild Wood…Broadcasting…Corporation!’
Ivan didn’t move in response to Reynard’s comment, but something about Oak Leaf being on the main news channel made him think that even now, barely two hours in, today was not going to be a happy day.
‘Let me just get this straight, for my own… understanding,’ said Reynard, in a tone that said the only reason Ivan was not currently being flogged down the stairs and all the way to the Far Northern Forests was the thin thread of sanctuary that came with being Vulpine’s nephew.
‘You went back to see Oak Leaf, a day after you had neutralised him. Is that correct?’
‘Sir, yes sir!’ replied Ivan, in full ‘I-know-I’m-in-trouble-now’ mode.
‘And while you were there you thought it might be wise to alert the police?’
‘Sir, yes sir!’ Put like that, Ivan could see how it didn’t show him in a good light.
‘The breakfast news bulletins will all, no doubt, be leading with the poisoning of a Mole in a manner that resembles Fox protocol. We will deny it of course but it seems such an avoidable nuisance. Have you any…explanation for your actions?’ Reynard’s tone was all the more menacing for being calm and reasonable.
Ivan felt his grasp on remaining in the Special Force weaken. However, confessing he had only returned to the scene of his crime because he thought he might have made a mistake… well, that wasn’t going to help his cause at all. It was time to think on his cut or clubbed feet, to make a stand or go home.
A line from Ivan the Whys came to him: ‘In your whole life there are only two days you cannot change: Yesterday and Tomorrow. So, do what you can Today.’ He took a deep breath and prepared to seize the new day.
‘I was following a suspect, sir,’ he lied. He knew hard labour in the Far Northern Forest would beckon him if he was caught lying to the Commander, but then his current alternative was to get caught messing up his first mission and getting sent there anyway. It was the lesser of two very unpalatable evils.
The Commander’s posture changed slightly. It didn’t soften as such, it just turned from malevolent to simply menacing.
‘A ‘suspect’ you say?’
‘Sir, yes sir!’
‘And you followed this ‘suspect’ to Oak Leaf’s house?’
‘Sir, yes sir!’
Reynard turned from Ivan and paced the carpet, considering this new information, and then he appeared to make an internal decision. He sat down behind his desk and steepled his fingers.
‘Right, Fairy,’ he said, ‘give me your report.’
Ivan knew how close to the Far Northern Forest he currently was. He could practically feel the snow on his whiskers.
Deep breath, keep it simple, stare straight ahead…
‘Sir, I believed I had got a lead on the suspect Oak Leaf had sent his last message to. As you are aware I had failed with my online attempt to close in on the suspect, a ‘Jay J Cottontail’, and I know you assigned that target to another agent, but I wanted to make amends. I followed a hunch to stake out Oak Leaf’s flat in case Cottontail turned up there. I took a night pass and waited in the shadows.’
So far so good, he thought. Now I just have to find a good reason for calling the police.
‘I encountered two unforeseen circumstances, Sir. First, when a suspect fitting Cottontail’s description entered the building I pursued her in order to make a better identification. However, she had booby trapped the perimeter of the property and I sustained significant injuries.’
Don’t overplay the wounds, he’s seen plenty worse before, he thought. No harm in mentioning them in passing though.
‘I had just entered the building when a much larger second suspect, a Badger I think, who I overheard was called Melody Higgins, entered behind me. I was able to hide myself on the property but they had all the exits covered. I didn’t believe I had been seen entering the building or they would have looked for me. I did, however, believe it was only a matter of time before my hiding place was compromised so I took the gamble that, since the police would find the body eventually, I could use them to scare off the two suspects and allow me to make my getaway.’
Ivan paused, and replayed the report in his head, checking for errors. The more he looked at it, the more he was convinced that he had covered all his tracks. He had caught a glimpse of the Rabbit and Badger heading down the hall past his hiding place at the first sound of sirens, and he had overheard their names. Calling the police was not ideal, but it was better than being captured by the enemy. He dared to relax, just a little.
Commander Reynard leaned back in his chair and placed his paws, palms down, on the desk. He had an early morning meeting with Vulpine. Ivan’s incompetence was just a nuisance that had come across his desk as he was preparing to cross the landing. It mildly annoyed him, but it was nothing that couldn’t be cleaned up. It was time to bring the debrief to a close.
‘I…see,’ he said. ‘Well, that all seems to stack up. We are up against some adequate Wild Wood agents, I suppose, and it was your first mission. You will, of course, be following up on the activities of the Rabbit and Badger that you saw. Report to me when you have more intel on them.’
Ivan stood to attention, not daring to believe that he had thought on his feet well enough to escape the Commander’s wrath. Mum would be so proud, if he was ever allowed to tell her.
‘You are dismissed,’ said Reynard.
Ivan saluted with his cut paw, executed a parade turn as best he could with a club foot in a calliper and another one heavily bandaged to cover the cuts, and ‘marched’ to the door. He almost made it.
‘Just one thing,’ said Reynard, from behind his desk.
Something about the tone of the Commander’s voice tugged at the flag of relief Ivan was mentally hoisting. He stiffened, turned, and stood to attention again, bringing the black spot back into focus.
‘Sir?’ he asked.
Reynard stood and picked up a file, ready to take it to his meeting with Vulpine.
‘You said ‘body’, but news outlets are reporting a suspect has been taken to intensive care. Now, they may be feeding false information. That is the Game after all. Although… No matter. Perhaps we need to look at the strength of the poisons in our stores…’
As Ivan hobbled down the stairs to try to catch a couple of hours sleep before the sun came up, Reynard snorted his disdain for Vulpine’s nephew then steeled himself for the short walk across the landing to the President’s quarters.




Chapter Ten

 
A dumbwaiter connected all floors of the Wild Wood Security Service HQ with the basement car park. It was common when you were transferring a lot of heavy box files to reverse your car up to that mini lift and load them straight out of your boot. If you had an ‘instantly forgettable’ model you might also find that, parked at a certain angle, the raised boot obscured the dumbwaiter from the CCTV camera.
Up on the eighth floor Mel released me from my private little lift.
‘That’s actually not bad,’ I said, jumping out onto the office floor. ‘A bit dark, but I’d say you are unlikely to share it with some office dork from another floor.’
I did hope I was striking the right note, but Melody’s tune had already changed.
‘Right. We have about seven hours before the first of the early birds arrive, and I’ve got my best agent in intensive care, so let’s get a wriggle on.’
The office was not as I imagined it. Dug had at least painted a brief picture of his supposedly Top Secret job, while he had been passing me his coding secrets.
‘Refit,’ said Mel, accurately reading the thoughts that were flashing across my mind.
The piles of papers stacked on regimented rows of desks were nowhere to be seen, replaced with work stations in an irregular design, with computer monitors clustered together in small groups at otherwise empty work surfaces. We chose a desk that had three monitors and Mel logged them in as herself, Tony and Dug.
‘Nice and fast,’ I said, approvingly, and the desktops sprang into life.
Mel winced.
‘They’re fast alright, but there is something about them I don’t trust,’ she said, opening up Tony Mole’s ‘Documents’ folder. ‘Mind you, I didn’t trust the new chairs when we got them either.’
I raised an eyebrow at that.
Mel leaned both paws on the desk and turned to consider me over her half-moon specs.
‘Well,’ she said with calm authority, ‘maybe I’ve got where I am today because I have trust issues.’
She put the white memory stick into her own computer and called up the files in ‘most recent’ order.
‘Tony must have thought Dug was on to something with ‘Hornworm’, something it was worth passing on to a rookie journalist with a growing reputation for publishing inconvenient truths about the rich and powerful.’
Put like that it did kind of make my chest puff out a bit.
‘Well, maybe, but he didn’t actually tell me anything. He just said we should meet.’
Mel readjusted her glasses and considered the folders on her screen.
‘Ok, well at this point we have two choices.’
‘Options,’  I said, without thinking.
‘Sorry, yes. We have two… options. Either we work out what Hornworm is, or we work out where Tony wanted to meet you, and hope there is someone else there who can put us in the picture. He sent you an attachment, didn’t he?’
I guess if you are a Section Head in the Security Service you get to know certain things.
‘Yes, but it’s just fan prose for Carrington 5ive,’ I said. ‘I can’t see any mysterious Hornworm lurking in it.’
She scrolled through the folders from the memory stick and selected one called ‘Comic Con’. There were three files in there. The most recent was the one he had sent to me.
‘So,’ she said, ‘it looks like Tony arranged two other meetings before yours.’
She opened the other two files and printed them off. One was called ‘Angel Delight’; the other was ‘Starship Gemini’. Both were similar to my file: full-on sci-fi fan prose. And like my file, neither had anything that looked remotely like a clue to a location or a time or a name.
‘Couldn’t you run some sort of analysis?’ I asked, looking around the room hopefully at the high spec kit at the heart of the Security Service HQ.
‘Well…’ she stalled, ‘I could, but I don’t trust my 3 o’clock friend.’
She didn’t give me a chance to question her. Just put her elbows on the desk, spread out the three printed sheets and started marking them up with different coloured pencils.
I watched her for a while, circling letter combinations, listing first letters, last letters, looking for a key to unlock the cypher. All the while, we were surrounded by brand new, super-fast processors that I was itching to get my hands on. I could just imagine Dug’s annoying face grinning madly if he strolled into the office and saw the scale of the refit.
After a half hour where Mel seemed to have achieved little more than colouring in, I felt I had to plead the case for a bit of computerised efficiency.
‘Wait until 3 o’clock,’ was all she would say. She did print off two more copies of the files, a fresh one for her and one for me. Over the next hour I learned a lot about sci-fi, but nothing else.
Finally, Mel’s second set of pages were as scribbled on as the first, and I had started to drop off in a chair (it had been quite a day, ok?), when a whirring fan noise struck up in the corner of the room.
‘Three o’clock,’ Mel said, without checking the time. I jolted back awake and looked on her screen. It was, indeed, 3 am.
‘Is that what’s bothering you? Your ‘3 o’clock friend’?’ I said, gesturing towards the racks of servers from where the noise was coming. ‘It’ll only be a system back-up. It’s probably standard practice to take a snap-shot of the system every day, just in case of ‘Full Office Wipe-out’. They just do it at night when they don’t expect folks to be mad enough to be using them,’
Mel considered the information I had given her. It didn’t impress her.
‘I know we have only just met, so I will go easy on you. Let me ask you this: do you think I’ve got to my pay grade not knowing about a daily back-up?’
I suddenly felt sheepish.
‘Well…’ I tried.
‘I know we have a back-up, because I scheduled it. If you are still here at six o’clock you’ll hear it. It’ll sound just like that.’ She nodded over to the efficiently whirring servers.
So that was what was bugging her. There was clearly a system back-up going on, but to where?
‘Have you got a big chief who has gone over your head and put his own back-up in place too?’
Mel shrugged.
‘Well, I’m not certain my boss would level with me if he had, but he denied it pretty believably when I asked him.’
‘So if he hasn’t put a spare back-up in place, who has?’
ALL’S IT SAID was if you ain’t prepared, you’ve failed.’
‘Is that what it said? I thought it was something more catchy than that.’
‘Heck, I don’t know. All’s I do know is I gotta be prepared.’
The queue at Herb’s General Store was three deep in places. Dogs of all sizes were barking their orders at the staff behind the counter, and scuffles had broken out when the last tin of beans was sold. Two old timers were at the front of the queue, discussing the news and asserting their right to favourable treatment on account of their families having been living in those hills since their grandpappies’ grandpappies were pups. A news crew had set up to film the commotion.
‘Thanks, Hal,’ said a well dressed Labradoodle, microphone in hand, staring into the camera. ‘The scenes you see behind me are being replicated all over this great country of ours as dozens of neighbourhoods get the prepping bug. That’s right, every Dog for streets around is looking to stockpile food and essentials and head for the hills, and it’s all on account of this.’
An off-camera assistant handed her a copy of the local newspaper, which she held up to the camera.
‘LITTLE MEADOW: ARE WE NEXT?’ ran the front-page headline.
‘Fear seems to have gripped our rural communities overnight with the realisation that it isn’t just big cities that are a terrorist target. There is a ‘Tree of Life’ branch in almost every village these days, and who can say when, or where, the next branch will fall? Stacey Dats, ENW News, Walton Hollow.’




Chapter Eleven

 
MEL’S 6 am back-up duly arrived and only served to further dampen the mood we had fallen into. It reminded us of the earlier back-up, Mel’s ‘3 o’clock friend’, being sent... somewhere.
Up until then we’d been investigating the three files that Tony had used as bait. We had hoped to get a handle on Hornworm out of them, but all they had yielded was colouring practice. Each file was a description of plot, characters and trivia about a different sci-fi title. No mention of Hornworm, no secret code, no messages.
I don’t mind saying I was way more frustrated than Mel. For the first time in a long time I felt I was getting closer to my brother, and whatever had happened to him. I’d even got a direct invitation from Tony to learn more… I just couldn’t work out where or when the meeting was supposed to be. And with Tony in intensive care, would there even be anyone else there if I could decipher the rendezvous?
Thankfully, Mel put me back on the right track.
‘We do have a Plan B,’ she said.
‘Which is…?’
‘Head to Comic Con this afternoon and see what we can see.’
Ok. It wasn’t the most watertight plan I’d ever heard, and maybe the sleep deprivation was kicking in, but I grasped that idea like a lifeline. We knew Tony had asked his journalist friend to get them both tickets, and all his clues, if that is what they were, had heavy sci-fi overtones. If he was planning some sort of meet-up then Comic Con seemed like a pretty good shout.
We printed the documents off again and I stashed them in a manila folder, in chronological order, and tucked them under my arm.
‘Let’s get you home anyway,’ said Mel, ‘before the team turn up for the day. Take the memory stick, take the print outs. Keep trying to squeeze anything you can from them. Otherwise this Comic Con trip will just remain haystack needle territory. You can even have remote access to these computers if you think it will help, although do be mindful of what bells you might be silently ringing.’
The memory of setting off the alarms last time sent a shiver over my fur.
‘Don’t worry. The stick and this folder should keep me going for quite a while. I’ll be in touch if I need anything else.’
Mel offered me a lift home, and I accepted, even though it meant she’d know my address. After the early morning hours we had just shared I was ready to trust her. There were enough shady characters on my tail. Having Mel watching my back couldn’t do me any harm.
Yesterday had been a big day. Alarm bells had rung. A chase was on. At least now with the Comic Con files I felt like I had a foothold in the game. I hopped into the dumbwaiter as the first rosy fingers of dawn stroked the city skyline.
Weasel had had wonderful dreams. Pincer had featured, and Selina, although not in a suitable work outfit, and there had been wires all around him and every time he cut one it spilled out liquid gold.
Stoat seemed in a similarly good mood when they met together in The Stump for a liquid breakfast.
‘Have you seen the polls this morning?’ asked Stoat, thrusting his phone under Weasel’s nose. ‘Twenty one per cent! Twenty one per cent! Up from Eight in one day!’
Weasel knew that the polls were doing well. His phone had been busy since five thirty that morning, and even the WWBC wanted to talk to him about his campaign.
The morning papers were spread out on the two tables in the snug and, while Stoat went over to see about getting some coffee from Jeff, Weasel busied himself running through the front pages. Of the seven national papers, six led with the Referendum. Four of those had really grasped the ‘Leave the LEAF’ slogan and had started to riff on some of their own ideas, with one of them also running a piece on ‘WEASEL OR TOAD: WHO IS THE BETTER DRESSER?’  The other two papers warned of scaremongering, while the seventh paper, with a more financial focus, ignored the Referendum entirely on its front page, choosing instead to run an investigative piece on the contract awarded to a Tiger company to install the national broadband network earlier that year.
When Stoat wandered back with a tray of coffee and pastries Weasel was just finishing the most pressing article.
‘It looks like waistcoats are passé,’ he beamed. ‘The crumpled suit is the new king. Apparently it shows that the wearer is, ‘honest, hard-working and puts others before himself’.’ He left the two page spread open on the table, from where a montage of his and Toad’s clothes over the years spoke eloquently about class divisions.
Stoat placed the tray down on top of the papers.
‘Pride comes before a fall, and all that,’ he said. ‘There’s still two days of campaigning to go, you know.’
‘Don’t you worry, princess,’ replied Weasel. ‘Yesterday was just the warm up lap…’
He thought back to the trip to Tufty Tail Street, and the digital monster Pincer was unleashing on their behalf.
‘You know,’ he went on. ‘I almost feel sorry for Triple T.’
And then a newly invigorated corner of his mind piped up and he said softly,
‘…Almost!’
Mother poured me a milky coffee as soon as she saw me come through the door.
‘Did you find your friend?’ she asked.
‘Hmm? Oh, the address?  Yeah. Yes I did.’
Is struck me then just how much had happened since I’d last seen Mother, rinsing Oysters and handing over Tony Mole’s address.
She slid the coffee across and I wrapped my cold hands around the mug.
‘You been working late?’
I nodded. Mother was the closest thing I had to family in The Ends. It was comforting to have her ask about my day. It almost made me feel like I had a normal life.
‘It’s been a bit crazy, if you must know,’ I said.
‘Oh, I don’t need to know, don’t worry. I’m just glad to see you back in one piece.’ She smiled at me and it felt like a light had been flicked on and all the evils of the night had scuttled away. I blew on my coffee and took a sip.
‘Tommy Roo came with me most of the way. He’s a diamond,’ I said.
‘He is that,’ said Mother. ‘He’s only just back now, as a matter of fact. Didn’t he stay with you?’
I remembered Tommy’s parting words: ‘I’ve got your back’
Had he been looking out for me all night?
‘No, I left him just before I got to the flat. There’s some stuff going down that he doesn’t need to get mixed up in.’
Mother smiled ruefully.
‘So you are protecting Tommy now, are you? Keeping him out of harm’s way?’
She laughed a gentle laugh at the thought of Tommy needing to be kept safe, and I smiled too, and realised it was the first time I’d actually relaxed in a long while.
I drained my mug slowly, at a window table, watching The Ends wake up and giving my thoughts time to get back into a semblance of order. ‘Hornworm’ was some sort of super-toxic secret I’d been cursed with thanks to a Security Service agent who was now in Intensive Care for his trouble. I now had a race against time to either work out how to meet up with Tony’s crew (if, indeed, he had one) at Comic Con, or decipher whatever the heck ‘Hornworm’ was, before a Fox in Dog’s clothing came out of the shadows to get me. All in all it meant I was running on enough adrenaline to give my bed a miss.
I took the three sheets of paper out of their manila folder and spread them on the table in front of me.
If I could only crack their code I’d know what I was looking for at Comic Con later…
A mid-morning text from Toad came in just towards the end of an interview with CanopyTV. Weasel spotted the name on his home screen. His brain was now at full battle speed. This was what he did, where he came alive. He was a player.
See: react!
See: react!
It was what he was best at. He had an instinct for that sort of thing, and at mid-morning on the second day of campaigning, his instinct was telling him to pause the interview to just check his phone.
‘Hold up,’ he said to the interviewer. ‘I’ll answer that question in full in just a moment but, well this is a live campaign. Time is tight, and I’ve just had a text from the Prime Minister himself. I’ll have to check it. Do you mind?’
Perfectly handled, he thought. Polite, conscientious, not trying to hide anything, but also powerless about being told what to do by Triple T – isn’t this exactly what folks want me to free them from? Having politicians telling them what to do?
The interviewer was a pro, and she turned to do a piece to camera to fill some time while Weasel checked his phone.
‘The Leader of the Leave Campaign,’ she began, ‘has been working tirelessly for the ‘ordinary voter’ since the Prime Minister dropped the bombshell of this Referendum in his final week in charge. You can see behind me the remains of a working breakfast. Oliver Weasel and his team are certainly giving everything they can for your vote, but will it be enough? Despite a small upturn they are still a considerable way behind in the polls.’
Weasel tapped her on the shoulder and, almost apologetically, showed his phone to camera. On it was the text from Toad. It read:
Yesterday’s start didn’t give us as much campaign time as I might have liked. Can we meet for brunch instead today? I promise, no caviar this time.
Behind his dead-pan expression Weasel was doing cartwheels. ‘Caviar! He said ‘caviar’! And ‘brunch’! What is the ordinary voter going to think of that?’
Turning back to the interviewer he gave a little resigned shrug then sat back down to answer the original question.
The news cycle over the next hour all had the CanopyTV interview down as a big win for Weasel. It had done his image no harm at all to be seen in the pub, arguing for the rights of the ‘ordinary voter’ on live TV and then being dragged away to deal with a text from the caviar brunch munching Prime Minister.




Chapter Twelve

 
Something about his Earl Grey Tea didn’t taste quite right to Toad. He called through to his secretary for a fresh cup, but when it came that tasted odd too. And then he realised. It wasn’t the tea he could taste: it was disappointment. More precisely, it was the polls and the caviar comment. Why had everyone picked up on that? Wasn’t he just being a good host? No point feeding a fellow with something he doesn’t like. That’s just manners.
‘Talk of the devil,’ he muttered under his breath as he heard Oliver Weasel presenting himself at the secretary’s desk next door. Then he painted on his most stoically calm expression and went to get the door himself.
Toad was born to conduct business meetings. It had been in his family’s blood for generations. He knew how they worked, how they could be tweaked, that they were more like a wrestling match than a conversation. He had won contracts worth millions on the strength of a well turned phrase, and ended conflicts through careful choice of seating arrangements and menu.
Perhaps, he thought, when this is all over I shall write a book and pass on my wisdom.
‘Ah, Oliver, do come through!’ he said, in his most genial tone.
- Never let them see they have scored a hit on you. Conversely, if you see your opponent has been hit take aim and land another blow.
As Weasel made it through the door Toad shook him firmly by the paw, placing his right hand on Weasel’s elbow.
- A handshake should be thought of as the first thrust and parry of engagement. Be firm, but not so much as to appear brutish. A second hand to the elbow can impart the impression of being more like co-conspirators ready to solve something together
‘Very good of you to change your plans for me, Oliver, at such short notice.’
- Flattery is your number one weapon. If done subtly it always disarms your opponent. Using first names makes them feel important, and an important person does not always feel the need to keep their guard up.
Weasel smiled, shook, and waited to be shown to a seat. He had his own set of rules for business meetings, and they included keeping schtum when you know your opponent is trying to do a number on you.
‘Please, sit down,’ said Toad.
- Keep control of as many of the ‘physicals’ as possible: seats, drinks, food, documents – nothing is off limits. It gives the subliminal message that you are in control of everything.
Weasel sat where he was ushered, and kept a smile on his face. Not the smile of an opponent who knew he had landed a blow (he was keeping that smile on the inside), but an innocent, ready-for-round-two, let’s-see-what-we-can-do-together sort of smile.
‘Chip?’ said Toad, offering a large silver platter on which were neat stacks of delicate julienne chips. ‘Or perhaps you’d prefer some pizza?’
Weasel scanned the dishes on the table looking for the pizza. Toad, noticing his confusion, picked up the pizza plate. Weasel inspected it. There were neat triangles of dough, perfect, equilateral triangles, only slightly bigger than a single mouthful, with a crust all the way around and a tomato sauce in the centre, topped with a mouldy looking cheese and sprinkled with something small and green. It looked like a pizza that had been made by someone with a pedigree in top restaurant kitchens, who had been told what a pizza was but had never actually seen one.
‘Actually, I’m watching my weight,’ he said. They were the first words he had said since he’d arrived, and he was hoping Stoat would forgive him, because now he wouldn’t be able to fill his pockets and take food back to The Stump. It was worth it, though, to see Toad trying to keep the look of disappointment off his face. The effort he must have gone to to get food suitable for the ‘ordinary bloke’.
Well, I’m sorry sunshine, but I can play that game too…
‘Quite, I see,’ said Toad, starting to feel the first signs that he was losing control of the meeting. It was time to whip out the ‘number one weapon’ again. ‘Well, you don’t look like you need to watch your weight Oliver…’
- If you find yourself disarmed in combat, resort to flattery to buy yourself time to apply a suitable counter thrust.
‘…but I could put you in contact with my dietician if you like. It would be no trouble.’
Weasel hadn’t expected the meeting to be this much fun, but he could see just how hard Toad was working just to stand still. This was already turning into a better than average day, and it wasn’t even lunchtime. Maybe, later, he might just give Selina a call. See what other clothes she had in her wardrobe…
‘Shall we?’
Toad was holding out a purple binder, with the word ‘TRADE’ written on the front in capital letters. It was clear to Weasel that he had touched a nerve, but he was wily enough to know that Toad still had a massive majority and that he held most of the best cards in his hand. It was time to change tack.
‘Of course, of course,’ he said, taking the binder and smiling. ‘I’m sorry, Toad, I’m not really used to all this pressure: the campaigning, the interviews, the front page headlines. I suppose it is what you have to do all the time, eh? For me it’s all been a bit of a whirl!’
That seemed to hit the spot with Toad.
‘Well, quite,’ he said, relaxing. It was obvious to him that Weasel knew just how much of a mismatch this fight was. Maybe he should cut him a little slack.
‘And… maybe I will have a chip or two, to keep my energy levels up. The diet can start next week.’
That one’s for you, Stoatey!
I PUSHED THE files to one side and fired up my computer just to give my brain a break. I’d stared at those pages for an hour or more but still didn’t have a clue what their secret was.
A review of the news brought nothing surprising at first glance. There was the Referendum, obviously, and the suicide bomber in Little Meadow. Oliver Weasel featured quite highly in relation to the bombing, for some reason. He had certainly managed to get his mug out and about.
Third from top was the Tony poisoning. Claims were being made that it was an obvious Fox hit, in broad daylight in the middle of Wild Wood’s capital city. President Vulpine was already being quoted as saying the Foxes had nothing to do with it, and wasn’t it typical that Foxes always got the blame? All standard stuff.
I checked the ‘share’ counts. I always like to look at who is trying to give wings to which stories. Obviously nothing from Wild Wood. Foxes were pushing the bomb story, and…
‘That’s a bit odd…’ I remember saying, looking at the spike on my screen. It showed the Fox machinery pushing anti-immigration scare stories in back water Dog districts. Dogs were pushing them too. I checked what stories they were. A quick analysis showed there were four separate stories in at least twelve local Dog news sites that were hyping up the threat of immigration on the back of the Little Meadow bombing. All sort of interesting to a journalist, although it wasn’t until a couple of days later that I saw the bigger picture it was part of.
I shut the laptop lid, folded my arms and stared out of the window again. The clock was ticking, Buck was no doubt creeping closer, and still I was no further forward than I had been the day before.
Mother appeared silently behind me, her reflection crystal clear on the inside of the window as the bright sunlight caught her fur.
‘Can I get you anything, Jay?’ she asked.
‘Er… a solution to this problem wouldn’t hurt,’ I said, pushing the sheets across the table to her.
She lingered, silently scanning the pages. I know how to take a hint.
‘It’s a bunch of info on different comic stories and stuff. I’m just trying to make sense of it.’
She smoothed down her apron and laughed.
‘Well, I never had much of a nose for comics. I always leave that to our Buster. Such a brain for made up stuff. I wish he’d show as much interest in real subjects, like they teach in school, but he always has none of it. Put a costume on it, though, and he’s a world expert!’
I laughed with her, and then she retreated, whistling, back behind the counter, clearing the empties from a table as she passed, and I settled back down over the pages and tried to conjure up a new idea.
I’d been pushing the pages around the tabletop for about twenty minutes when a teenage Otter wearing a green canvas cap and with a hair fringe flattened over one eye sidled over.
‘What’cha got there?’ said the newcomer.
Back in The Stump Stoat was trying a ‘pizza’. He held it up quizzically to Weasel, who just shrugged and said, ‘Nope. Me neither.’
Once Weasel had flattered Toad back in Toad Hall the mood in the meeting had changed. They’d had a good discussion about Trade figures, and then Toad had offered to send the binders round in his ministerial saloon, since there were twelve of them this time. He had the buffet brunch packed up and sent over too. He really couldn’t have been more helpful.
‘Ollie,’ said Stoat, as he tried to recreate a chip tower with soggy julienne fries, ‘why did you send the journalist out to photograph the binders being delivered?’
Weasel took a pull on his first Pint of Best of the day and showed Stoat a smug, self-satisfied grin. ‘Oh you saw that, did you?’ he said, revelling in his earlier speed of thought. ‘And what was your reading of the situation, princess?’
‘I… guess you wanted voters to see how much detail you are having to wade through,’ said Stoat, and then he remembered that the last binders he had brought back had only been used as a foot-rest. ‘Um… or at least you want voters to think you are working hard on the paperwork.’
‘Not a bad effort, Stoatey,’ said Weasel cheerfully. ‘I’d give you B plus for that, in campaign school. However, to get an A you’ll need to think more devilishly.’
Weasel gave Stoat a little thinking time while he fired up CryptoChat on his phone. It had been just over a day since he had last heard from Vulpine, despite having sent him regular updates. He had been guarded about saying too much about Pincer’s involvement, what with the old history between Dogs and Foxes since the Second Orchid War, but beyond that he’d given regular and thorough updates, as requested in their initial meeting. The trouble was, if you keep talking into a void you start to wonder if you are really talking to anyone else at all, or if you are just talking to yourself. Perhaps if he could see some evidence of what Vulpine was doing with the information it might settle his mind. He resolved to press the point with Vulpine and opened up a new message window.
‘Greetings from The Stump. Not much new to report but I thought I’d just check in with you to say that, as I’m sure you know, our focus is ‘Trade’ toady. And as for what goes on in Toad’s mind, all I can tell you is he is a real push-over in a meeting. The silent treatment knocks him off balance easily, and he is a total sucker for flattery. Too bad he’s retiring at the end of the week. You could have made something of that in your next talks.’
He hit SEND and stared as his typing materialised as a new coloured bubble at the bottom of the screen. He scrolled up through the previous messages. He counted twelve from himself and none from Vulpine since their meeting in the back seat of the black Sedan. Was he still there? Was everything ok?
Weasel set about writing a new message.
‘Sorry, greetings again. Still in The Stump. Just about to plan the day’s round of interviews. Listen, I hope you don’t mind me saying, and I know you are not expecting payment or anything, but could you give me a clue that you are still getting these messages? It might help me if I knew what you were up to. I could maybe add to the message and get it some traction. Anyway, just a thought. I’m working hard at my end. It would be good to know I’m not wasting my time with these CryptoChats. Ta-ra! W’
Just as he sent the new message Stoat piped up.
‘I’m not sure.’
‘Hmmph?’ said Weasel, distracted momentarily from worrying about Vulpine.
‘The photo. I give up. What was the plan?’
The chance to show off his skills drew Weasel back into his happy place.
‘My plan, dear Stoatey, was to tell voters what sort of devious, underhand tactics Triple T is prepared to pull off to secure his victory.’
Stoat was still confused. ‘And in terms a simple Stoat can understand…?’
‘Picture the Headlines: CAVIAR MUNCHING TOAD BRIBES OUR CHAMPION WITH POSH CHIPS, FOOD FOR VOTES, BRUNCH MUNCHER HAS HAD HIS CHIPS, and so on. Is that simple enough for you?’
Stoat marvelled at his friend’s ingenuity.
‘So, it was the food, not the folders!’
‘And…’ said Weasel, ‘I have complete deniability. Not me who writes the headlines, guv. That’s what you get with a free press, etcetera, et-blooming-cetera.’
Everyone likes to reveal their genius ideas to a devoted acolyte, and Weasel was no different. The only thing that spoiled his moment was the small, soft ‘ping’ from his phone, the sort of ‘ping’ he knew only CryptoChat made. Afraid that he might have pushed Vulpine a little too far, he picked up his phone with trepidation. There was one new message. It read,
‘Dear Oliver, please ask Jeff for a pint of water, a desert spoon and a salt cellar.’
Weasel tried to scroll, to see if he’d missed anything, but there was nothing. He looked around, half wondering if Vulpine himself might be hiding somewhere in the pub, but all he saw was a table of City regulars and a larger than average number of journalists. He read the message again.
‘…pint of water…’
‘…spoon…’
‘…salt…’
Stoat could see his friend was suddenly perplexed, and asked him what was up, but Weasel put his finger to his lips and then pointed to his phone in a way Stoat had come to understand could only mean one thing. Or, more precisely, one Fox.
Weasel dutifully went to the bar and got Jeff to supply the required items. Then he came back and set them on the table in front of him.
Now what?
‘ping’
With trepidation, he opened the new message.
‘Well done.’ How does he know I’ve just done it??? ‘Now, put a tiny pinch of salt in the glass and stir it well.’
Again, the message was short. Too short for Weasel’s liking. It was starting to give him the creeps. However, in the absence of a better plan, and most definitely NOT wanting to annoy Vulpine, he stirred a little salt in to the water.
‘ping’
No longer surprised at Vulpine’s powers, he read the new message.
‘Take a sip from the glass then pour the water away. Keep the glass.’
Weasel drank from the glass, grimaced, then looked around for somewhere to pour the water. In the end he poured it into a plant pot containing a fake cheese plant.
There was a pause. No notification rang out on his phone. He picked it up to check he hadn’t accidentally turned the sound off.
‘ping’
Is Vulpine playing with me?
Almost as if under a hypnotic spell Weasel opened the fourth message.
‘Good, now you must do two final things for me. First, lick your finger once you have run it around the inside of the glass. Second, send Stoat for a mop. That plant pot has fake soil and a hole in the bottom.’
Far beyond being confused Weasel did as he was told. He just dabbed his finger on his tongue, already knowing how unpleasantly salty it would taste. Stoat cleared up the puddle by the cheese plant and Weasel stared at his half finished Pint of Best, wishing he could swig it to get rid of the salty taste, but not sure if he was allowed. He waited for the next message.
He waited some more.
And some more.
The salty taste was unbearable. He took an executive decision and, albeit with trepidation for the consequences, necked the rest of his pint.
Nothing happened to him.
He felt like a bomb disposal expert who had just cut the correct wire.
The beer did at least take the taste away. But what about Vulpine? He ran through what had happened. First he had asked if Vulpine was still reading the messages. Then, in no uncertain manner, Vulpine had proved that he was. Perhaps that was the only answer he was going to get.
And then it came.
‘ping’
Like a moth to a flame Weasel’s finger pressed the notification. It read:
‘Think of me like salt. Even when you can’t see me I am present everywhere. When there appears to be nothing left at all you can still tell that I am present. Don’t expect to see me. Don’t doubt that I am there.
.
.
.
.
.
And yes, I agree.
Caviar is horribly salty.’




Chapter Thirteen

 
‘Look, I don’t have all the facts. Who does?’
Weasel was into his third interview of the afternoon and was warming to his task nicely.
‘But what I do know, because I can see it with my
own eyes, is that immigrants are blowing folks up in Little Meadow.’
He let that one sink in for two seconds. Long enough to act like a big, verbal highlighter pen, but not so long that its tenuous links to his main argument could be questioned.
‘And it’s not just on our doorstep. No, I wish it was, if only for the sake of our good canine friends across the lake.’
Keep the ideas dancing, like wasps at a picnic, until folks start believing it is the picnic that is rubbish. That was his main tactic. Don’t let the waspish ideas settle in one place for too long or they might get clobbered.
‘Spare a thought for those Dogs all over their country, going about their ordinary lives, who feel so under threat by immigrants that they are stockpiling food and heading for the hills!’
He sent another random wasp dive-bombing the picnic. Weasel couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much fun. The news crews were lapping it up and the beer was flowing.
Happy, happy days! But, no time to dwell. Time for the big finale…
‘Do you know what I think? And I know I’m not a Toad, or a politician, I don’t mix with the elite in their private clubs, so I don’t normally get to have my little voice heard…’
Three seconds pause this time: that was a lot to take in.
‘…I think it’s time we stopped letting politicians and experts rule our lives. It’s time we took back control of our borders before the awful things happening across the LEAF League and beyond start happening in our beloved Wild Wood. When we vote at the end of this week it will be our first chance, and maybe also our last chance…’
He paused.
One day they’ll make a statue of me, pint in hand. Outside the ruins of Toad Hall maybe? Righty-ho, big finish. Long suffering brow, honest eyes, straight into camera…
‘… to take back control!’
‘WHAT’CHA GOT THERE?’
There was a young Otter standing in front of me. I eyed him with suspicion. My first thought was to gather up the top secret sheets, but then I remembered where I was. The chances of anyone suspicious getting past Mother’s defences were less than zero. I relaxed.
‘Oh, just some work. Who are you?’
The young Otter took off his cap and flattened down his fringe nervously.
‘Name’s Buster, Miss,’ said the young Otter.
‘Buster?’ The name rang a faint bell but I couldn’t quite place it. I smiled at him anyway, not entirely welcoming but not unfriendly. The little fidget just stayed put and screwed up his cap in his paws.
It seemed clear to me that the newcomer was awaiting instructions, like he had been given orders to come over and see me. A giant, obvious cog slowly turned in my brain.
‘Did Mother send you?’
Buster shuffled awkwardly and tugged his cap back onto his head, then quickly took it off again and looked back at me from under his fringe. His nose was pointing at his feet and the cap was getting a real working over.
‘Well…’
I considered the young Otter before me, all nerves and freshly washed hair. He looked too young to be up to no good. Hadn’t I been a bit the same with Dug, way back in the days when he used to sit on my head and turn up the rump gas? I decided to cut him a break.
‘Here,’ I said, making room for him on my padded bench. ‘Why don’t you join me? I could do with a friendly face.’
Buster moved awkwardly onto the bench, keeping a respectful distance, as if he had never sat next to a ‘female’ before. It was easy to read the flashing neon signs of teenage confusion. When you are an adult trying to fight your way out of a child’s body it’s difficult to keep the struggle a secret. I instantly warmed to him and wanted to help him relax.
From behind the counter Mother started humming a tune. Mission accomplished, I guess, and I was happy to play along. Whatever secret those files contained, to me they still remained, resolutely, a crusty chrysalis.
‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘I was just telling Mother I can’t make sense out of these profiles.’ I gestured to the pages on the desk and, picking up the first one Tony had produced, handed it to Buster. It couldn’t do any harm, I thought, to show him the most out of date file.
‘I mean, what even is ‘Angel Delight’?’
Buster took the page I offered him but he flushed bright red. I wondered if I should have thought twice about choosing to give the ‘Angel Delight’ one to a teenager.
Too late now though.
I left him with it, in a difficult silence.
He looked at the file, and it was written all over his reddening face just how familiar he was with ‘Angel Delight’.
I guess it’s a boy thing.
I quickly scanned the other two files, weighing up which one was going to be potentially less inflammatory to the young pup. In the end I settled on the one called Starship Gemini. From what I had read of it the uniforms were a lot better tailored than Angel Delight’s outfits and the excitement seemed to come mostly from the speed and scope of the intergalactic travel. I picked it up and offered it to Buster as a replacement.
‘Here,’ I said, ‘why don’t you try this one instead?’
Buster looked at the one I was offering, with a sense of relief on his pointy face.
‘Well, I hope it’s better than this one,’ he said. ‘Bloody amateurs!’ And then he realised who he was speaking to, and who had sent him. ‘Oh, I’m… I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean… I mean…’
I held up my paws in a universal gesture of peace and goodwill.
‘Hey, it’s ok.’ I drew a finger across my closed lips. ‘Mum’s the word, eh?’ I said, and winked at the young Otter.
He relaxed and took the new file from me. He was clearly starting to feel a little calmer for the first time since Mother had told him to scrub up and go and help that nice Miss Cottontail with a bit of sci-fi homework.
‘So what exactly are you supposed to do with these fan sheets?’ Buster asked, as he read through the character list for Starship Gemini.
It was the question I had been fighting with all morning, from the very early hours back at HQ. All I had managed so far was to be slightly better clued up on intergalactic travel.
‘Honestly?’ I said. ‘I’m not sure. But someone I’ve been working with…’ I stopped myself just for a moment, to hear how that sounded. I had spent a long time running and hiding on my own. It felt good to be part of a team, even if it was only a team of two, and the overall boss was one of the reasons I was hiding in the first place. ‘Well, let’s just say it’s a big puzzle, and we need to find the treasure before anyone else does.’
At the thought of treasure Buster’s eyes definitely flickered a little.
‘You mean, like a proper treasure hunt? Is this a Comic Con thing?’
Although it was an obvious leap to make, it jolted me to hear the link made by such a young, innocent animal. It reminded me of the dangers I was flirting with. Dug and Tony had already found out just how dangerous something in those files could be. I didn’t feel ready to open Buster up to that kind of heat. My mood suddenly flattened and I started to gather up the files. Buster’s face fell.
‘What’s up? Have we finished? Why do grown ups always do that, just when things get interesting?’ Buster smoothed down his fringe repeatedly and jammed his cap back on his head, fighting an inner dialogue with Mother. He hadn’t wanted to come, but Mother is, well, Mother so he had made the effort. It looked like it was a waste of time.
I had never found myself on the wrong side of a teenage sulk before. Although I was only trying to protect him, I tried to look at things from Buster’s point of view. Not doing well at school, big sci-fi fan, suddenly has a chance to share his knowledge, then has the rug pulled out from under him. Throw a treasure hunt into the mix and I could see where I had maybe mishandled the situation. I tried to think what Mother would do.
‘I’m sorry. You are right. It is a Comic Con thing. I’m just not sure the rules of the treasure hunt allow me to work on it with someone who isn’t going. And,’ I added, ‘contrary to what you might hear some grown ups around here say, rules are not made to be broken.’
When he heard the words ‘…someone who isn’t going…’ Buster’s mood changed in an instant. From cooped up energy he suddenly turned soft and sheepish, like he would slink off under the table and away without a sound at the first chance he got. Luckily, although not much of a parent yet, I was feeling pretty good at my first stab at reading ‘inner turmoil’.
‘Does Mother know?’ I asked.
‘Know what?’ mumbled Buster, with his head down but his eyes looking furtively towards the counter.
‘That you have a ticket for Comic Con?’
Buster sat still, then looked up slowly at me.
‘It’s OK Buster. I won’t tell.’ I felt pretty certain Mother already knew.
‘I’ll be in such trouble if they find out. I’m grounded for missing too much school, but it’s in our city. How could I not go?’
I could see a little of my old stubborn self in the Otter sitting next to me. Besides, Mother had sent Buster over. I decided it was safe to cut him some slack.
‘Well, like I said before, ‘Mum’s the word’.’
A smile of relief ran unsteadily between Buster’s blushing cheeks. He looked back down at the table, clearly unsure what to make of this strange ‘Miss Cottontail’ creature he’d been sent to meet. As he sneaked a look at me from under his down-turned brow a novel feeling grew in his chest: it was as if he Wanted To Be Useful.
‘Come on,’ I said conspiratorially. ‘Let’s see what we can find.’ I started to spread the papers out again on the table.
‘Don’t need to,’ said Buster, suddenly very cheerful. ‘It’s easy!’
I heard the words but they didn’t make sense. It was Buster’s turn to recognise an unspoken question.
‘The treasure hunt. I reckon I’ve solved it.’
I sat very still. I didn’t want to break the spell. I had been looking at the files for almost ten hours, so at this point any new angle couldn’t be worse than what I already had, which was nothing.
‘You’ve solved it? Already? But you’ve only seen two files.’
Buster looked fully relaxed and animated now. He was on home turf.
‘Yeah, but it’s obvious isn’t it? If this is Comic Con then it’s not written by ‘amateurs’. They’re not mistakes… they’re clues.’
‘Mistakes…?’ I said, but Buster was already lining up the two profiles he had already seen.
He picked up a highlighter and quickly marked up a sentence on the Angel Delight sheet, and another on the Starship Gemini page.
‘Give me the other one,’ he said, suddenly brimming with confidence. ‘We’ll have this treasure hunt finished in no time!’




Chapter Fourteen

 
Interviews in the snug at The Stump seemed to be very popular with the news channels. They liked the way it gave a nice, clear distinction between the two camps: the Prime Minister on the steps of Toad Hall; the Leader of the Leave Campaign in the pub. A simple, visual aid. The issues around the LEAF League Referendum were, in terms of selling papers, a bit dry and dull. Anything that made it easier to explain was generally considered a journalistic godsend.
For that reason Weasel was tied up with film crews for most of the afternoon, but he was keen not to delay making use of Pincer’s expertise so, with a slight pang of regret that he would miss the chance to see Selina again, he had dispatched Stoat to go and brief Pincer about all things ‘Trade’ related.
‘This is great stuff, Stoatey. May I call you Stoatey?’
Pincer’s office was a picture of digital industry. Paws were tapping and clicking in front of terminals, swivel chairs were gently swinging, and all the while a low monotone flowed out from the army of dark servers at the back of the office.
Stoat nodded enthusiastically. He had never wanted anyone to call him ‘Stoatey’ quite as much as he wanted Pincer to. He was like the cool big brother Stoat had never had.
‘Yeah, really great stuff,’ repeated Pincer, and he barked out a brisk command that saw every paw lift instantly from every keyboard and mouse, and each chair swivel in his direction. He leapt up onto his desk to address his team.
‘Y’know, y’ all are just about the best team I could wish for!’ he began, and a collection of barks went up in cheerful response. ‘I mean it. You have done great work these last two years. Really great work.’ More barks. A brief chant of ‘Pin-cer! Pin-cer!’ went up at the back of the room but Pincer raised a modest paw and calmed the crowd.
‘Now, today is a day we have been waiting for for a long time. Yesterday’s trial run of the new set-up was almost perfect…’ He broke off to raise a paw to an Old English Sheepdog half way down the side facing the windows. ‘Big thanks to Bernie down there for fixing that little bug we got. Great job, Bernie.’ He let the team bark appreciation for Bernie until they were ready to settle again. Bernie shook his long, beaded locks and basked in the adulation, his white teeth shining out from under his wet, black nose.
As the crowd settled again Pincer took up a calmer, almost reverential tone. ‘So today, this is the big one. Stoatey here,’ he gestured at Stoat. ‘Hey, did y’all meet Stoatey yesterday? He’s working with Weasel on our new campaign. Great guys, both of them. You should come say hello if you get a moment.’ As a new chant went up of ‘Stoat-ey! Stoat-ey!’ Stoat’s chest swelled almost to bursting point. He just could not believe how brilliant his day was getting.
‘Anyway, Stoatey here,’ continued Pincer as the chant died away, ‘he’s brought us all the info we need for today’s campaign material. Now, there’s a lot here,’ he indicated the binders, ‘but that’s why you are all still sitting in this room. This is what… you… do… BEST!’ Barks and howls broke out all across the room, but they very quickly stopped as hungry eyes began to focus on the feast of purple binders. It was time to get to work.
‘OK. It is a quarter before three. If you match your record you’ll have materials ready for final checking by about a quarter after four. Are we ready to do this?’
The pack barked in the affirmative.
‘I said, ‘Are we ready to do this?’ ‘
Even more barking.
‘OK, team. Our new software is history in the making. Let’s hit it.’
As he stepped down Stoat began to clap and cheer but he very soon found that he was the only one. A serious, business-like hum had taken over the room. Two-dozen Dogs descended on the binders and paired up, instantly pouring silently over pages of data about Trade figures between Wild Wood, the LEAF League and the Rest of the World. Within two minutes the first conversation had broken out, as an idea for a poster or an article occurred to one pair of Dogs. Within ten minutes all the Dogs were back at their computers, working out campaign materials to send out to voters.
I called Mel and asked her to come to Chandler’s. Now that Buster had cracked the secret in the files we definitely had to get our act together about getting in to Comic Con that afternoon. While we waited I bought Buster lunch, and we chatted about his favourite characters and story lines, and for a while I lost myself in a world where anything was possible and where, when things turned nasty, there was always an off button.
Mel came through the door wearing a long mac, a baseball cap and sunglasses. I called her over to join us at our table in the rear corner of the room.
‘This is Buster,’ I said. ‘He’s a little Comic Con genius.’
Buster swelled with pride. In the short time he had known me his self-esteem had rocketed. He had no idea life could feel so good.
‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Mel, in an unfamiliar accent. ‘I’m Jemima.’
I looked at Mel with confusion and not a little concern.
‘Er…’ I began, but the writhing mass of words in my mind just couldn’t get themselves marshalled into any sensible order. Instead I turned to my young companion and said, ‘Buster, why don’t you go and talk to Mother about Comic Con? Tell her I’ll keep an eye out for you.’
‘Are you…sure that’s a good idea?’ Buster asked his new, grown up friend.
I smiled and gave a little nod.
‘Fine will she be, young pupil,’ I said, in a croaky voice.
Buster laughed, a fairly recent discovery for him (at least with other folks around) and skipped off to see Mother.
I turned to Mel and gave her a bemused raise of one eyebrow.
‘What?’ whispered Mel in her normal voice, slightly affronted. ‘I’m not the only one doing a funny accent.’
‘Yes, but at least mine’s been used in films. Yours has boldly gone where no accent has gone before.’
Mel still looked annoyed, behind her sunglasses, hat and turned up collar.
‘I just can’t afford to be recognised,’ she said. ‘Not in a place like this anyway.’ She gestured to the early afternoon clientele, most of whom she suspected had more than a passing acquaintance with the city police squad’s ‘stop and search’ policy.
I grinned. ‘So you thought dressing up as a spy would help? I could get Mother to pass around the stripy t-shirts and the swag bags if you think it’ll help…’
Mel knew she was being teased. ‘Look, it’s just not my forte. The more you get to know me the more you will realise I’m more of an office agent.’
‘Well, maybe we can put that to good use. I deffo need to get in to the Comic Con this afternoon. Have you had any luck with that?’
‘Of course,’ said Mel, happy to be on familiar ground. ‘I believe I had that sorted yesterday evening.’ She smiled at me over her half-moon specs.
‘Yesterday evening?’ I said, confused. ‘But we only worked out Comic Con was relevant this morning.’ I tried to work backwards, seeing what I had missed.
Mel reached into the inner pocket of her conspicuous mac and brought out the purple envelope she had lifted from Tony’s jacket along with the memory stick the evening before.
‘Well, you did say Tony had asked for a ticket to be couriered over to him, didn’t you?’ She slid the envelope across the table to me. I gave a little happy snort and took a blunt butter knife to the gummed flap. Mel was right. Inside was a ticket with a gold embossed Comic Con logo.
‘Mel, you are a star,’ I said, pocketing the ticket. ‘Now all I need is a costume!’ I looked, pointedly, at Mel’s outfit. ‘Don’t worry,’ I said, ‘I won’t need to pick your brains for costume ideas.’
Pincer took Stoat to one side. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘These Dogs are some of the best workers I’ve ever had. Absolute troopers. But,’ he lowered his voice and whispered in a conspiratorial tone, ‘we need to shuffle off and leave them to it for a while. OK?’
Stoat said, ‘Oh yes, of course,’ and delightedly followed Pincer into a corner of the office that was walled off with glass.
The room was sparsely furnished. A glass and chrome desk with a high backed swivel chair, two cubic leather armchairs and a picture of a bald eagle were all that was on the inventory. Stoat made himself comfortable in an armchair and Pincer sat behind the desk.
‘Drink?’ asked Pincer.
‘Oh, well whiskey if you have any,’ replied Stoat.
‘I’m afraid this is a tee-total office. I can only offer you water, milk or juice.’
‘No, no, no bother at all,’ replied Stoat, who suddenly, despite years of serious drinking, saw the merit of abstinence. ‘Water will be fine. Probably a bit early for the hard stuff anyway,’ he added, keen to try to fit in to Pincer’s way of doing things.
While his host poured the drinks Stoat decided it was time to learn more about his new campaign partner.
‘So, this clever operation of yours. How… legit is it?’
Pincer cut him short.
‘Now, little buddy, I’m going to stop you right there.’ He handed Stoat a glass of water and leaned up against the front of his desk.
‘Basically, I’m here to help you win, right? If that is what you want then happy days, because that is what you’ll get. However, there are some folks who… well, let me put it another way, are you wearing a wire?’ He squared up to Stoat and looked him straight in the eyes. ‘Anyone who comes here to see how well-oiled my machine is, well… they’re very welcome. Very welcome. Everything above board here, if that is what your hidden camera is hoping to catch.’
Stoat was suddenly taken aback. He was absolutely convinced that he was on the side of animals that bent the laws and tried to get away with it. There was no way that he was ever going to be a mole.
‘Mr Pincer, I d-d-don’t know what you mean,’ he stuttered.
His overriding feeling was that he might have come so close to seeing Pincer’s inner circle and then not quite get over the line. At that moment he would have given anything to have a magic pass that would convince Pincer he was exactly who he said he was: a semi-successful business-Stoat with a keen desire to take the Wild Wood out of the LEAF League so he could make some of his moderately profitable financial dealings a bit more lucrative. He accepted that he wasn’t ever going to re-write the rule book on how to get rich quick, but he did appreciate his good fortune at having found himself in such an influential position.
Pincer gave Stoat a firm pat down, from his toes to the top of his head, before staring him straight in the eyes again.
‘Oh Mr Stoat,’ he said, in a disappointed tone. ‘You have a little secret you have been hiding from me.’ He grasped Stoat’s cheeks in his large paws and held them firmly. Stoat gulped, the panic as clear as day in his eyes.
‘No, no, no, I have no secrets. Ask Weasel,’ he pleaded, desperately. ‘I am rubbish at keeping secrets. If you have a secret, then tell me last. Honestly. Or don’t tell me at all. I am THE worst person at keeping a secret.’
Pincer squeezed Stoat’s cheeks just a little tighter and stared deep into his eyes.
‘Do you know, Mr Stoat,’ he said, never losing eye contact, ‘I believe you!’
‘Oh, thank goodness for that!’ said Stoat, relieved, but still a little perturbed that Pincer still had his head in a firm grip. ‘I thought that you thought that I was a mole… which I obviously am not!’ he added, for clarity.
Pincer kept the direct eye contact a little longer.
‘I hadn’t finished,’ he said, with dark menace.
‘You… er… whaa…?’ said Stoat, as eloquently as ever.
With the same menacing tone Pincer said, ‘I believe you…’
Stoat gulped. He had always been a good Stoat. Well, not a good Stoat, but he had always tried to help those who had helped him, and had never knowingly defaulted on a debt (unless it was a government loan, in which case it was fair game, surely?). He looked back at the American Bulldog, resigned to meet his fate, whatever that might turn out to be.
‘I believe you have been keeping a secret from me. I believe you… want to see my favourite magic trick!’
Stoat wasn’t sure which of ‘relief’ and ‘horror’ was the more helpful response. He opted for an ineloquent grunt, which coincidentally turned out to be the only noise he could still make with Pincer holding his jaw firmly in his mighty paws.
Not for the first time that day Stoat suddenly felt that his personal wheel of fortune had landed on a winning number. Pincer released his head with an innocent grin and whirled away behind the desk, only to lean across it with a full deck of cards in his paw.
‘First, we need a wager. Shall we say a tenner each, in the kitty? If I guess your card, I win. If not, the money’s yours. OK?’ Pincer put a crisp tenner in the middle of the table. Stoat pulled out his wallet and added a note of his own.
‘Now,’ said Pincer. ‘Pick a card, any card.’
The befuddled Stoat did as he was commanded, no longer sure what was going on. Or even what day it was, but relieved at least that his head was no longer captive between a predator’s paws. He took a card from the offered deck.
‘Ok, don’t tell me what it is. Have a look at it. Memorise it. Then place it face down on the desk.’
Stoat looked at his card, made a mental note of the six of spades, and slid it onto the glass desktop between them. Then he sat back patiently in his comfortable armchair and waited for the trick to unfold. Pincer was right. He did like a good card trick.
Pincer gave Stoat the rest of the deck and asked him to arrange the cards in alternate red black order. Suits didn’t matter. Just red then black. Stoat did as he was told, but while he was busy doing so he saw Pincer get off his chair, crouch under the desk and have a look at the face-down card through the glass top. Then he resumed his seat, with a satisfied grin on his face.
‘Right, that’s probably enough fiddling with the deck. Now, pick up your card, put it anywhere in the deck and shuffle.’
Stoat wasn’t sure what to say. He’d seen Pincer cheat, despite being distracted with rearranging the deck. He decided to play along until the end. Maybe there was a twist…?
Pincer took the deck and started dealing out cards face up until he came to the six of spades.
‘Was this your card?’ he asked with a flourish.
Stoat nodded meekly and Pincer grabbed the two tenners with delight.
Despite the hero status that Stoat had recently elevated Pincer to in his mind, he still stared at him blankly, unsure how to raise the key factor on which the success of the ‘trick’ had turned.
Pincer wore a disappointed face. ‘What’s up? Didn’t you like my trick?’
‘You cheated,’ Stoat braved. Money was money after all.
‘Did I?’ asked Pincer, his face a picture of innocence.
‘You know you did. You made me focus on the deck and then you got under the desk and looked through the glass. That’s cheating!’
Pincer wore a confused look. He turned to consider the contents of his left paw. ‘But I seem to have the kitty. I correctly identified your card. Isn’t that sufficient?’
Stoat was starting to get frustrated. He had been bullied enough in his early years to recognise the symptoms.
‘But you looked!’ he said, exasperated.
Pincer pocketed the money and sat back with a serious face on.
‘Now. The trick has been done. There is no point us going back and doing it again until you win.’
‘But… but you cheated!’
‘Oh come now, Stoat. Are you just a bad loser? I won. Get over it.’
Stoat was about to get as angry as he dared with an American Bulldog with more power in one ear than Stoat had in his entire body. But then, something deep inside his brain slowly turned…
‘And is…that…how we win the vote?’
Pincer grinned back.
‘Stoatey, I believe we will make a campaign winner of you yet!’




Chapter Fifteen

 
So the Mole wasn’t dead. That was not good. Although, at least there was no way he could identify Ivan. By the time the Mole had opened the door Ivan had already hidden himself away.
Now he needed to make amends for calling the police. It had been a close shave with Commander Reynard. Time to show he was a good agent after all.
He had been put back on the Jay J Cottontail case and now he had a new target to follow too: the Badger known as ‘Melody Higgins’. The trouble was, the other Fox agent who had been assigned to trace Cottontail had so far drawn a big blank.
The only place where any of his own previous investigations had led him was, though it pained him to remember it, RootShoot. So, in the absence of any other line of enquiry he logged back on and checked his Friend Requests.
No replies.
‘OK,’ thought Ivan, ‘that is just about all my ideas used up. What now?’
He wanted to stare out of the window and think, but he was back in the basement Computer Room, so he had to stare at the radiator instead. His mood began to darken, and even the thought of Ivan the Whys’ ‘patient fox’ couldn’t raise his spirits.
When Commander Reynard’s neatly brushed face appeared on his monitor it made Ivan jump. He feared the worst: the Commander had reconsidered and decided it was the Far Northern Forest after all.
Which made what the Commander had to say even more surprising.
‘Fairy,’ he began, a computerised fox face in a quarter square of Ivan’s monitor. ‘I’ve just had intel that might be of interest to you. We keep an ear out for intel direct from Service HQ, and I have had it from a very senior source that two agents, one being Melody Higgins, the other unknown, were discussing attendance at the Comic Con event in the city this afternoon. Unless you have any stronger leads I want you to head over to Comic Con and see if you can get close to Higgins. See who she goes with and who she talks to, in particular if it is a Rabbit. We may yet be able to contain this can of Hornworms, as it were, before it spreads too widely.’
Ivan was delighted, not only to have a new lead to follow up, but to have the chance to go to Comic Con. They had nothing like that back in his home forest. He couldn’t work out, however, just how the Commander had got such intel in the first place. He himself had been searching all the usual channels and had come up with nothing. In the interests of becoming a better agent, he plucked up the courage to ask the Commander a direct question.
‘Sir, permission to ask a question, sir? How did you manage to gather intel from inside Service HQ, sir?’ asked Ivan.
‘Oh, that is very straightforward,’ replied Commander Reynard. ‘One of our companies supplied them with bugged chairs.’
The Felix Sports Complex was almost unrecognisable, the familiar façade having been transformed into a replica of the Carrington 5ive spacecraft, in honour of the show’s 25th Anniversary. Huge cut-outs of the show’s stars smiled out from behind the curved glass front wall, flanking an arch of helium balloons that garlanded the main doors to Comic Con.
‘Not really my sort of event, but I suppose it is as good a place to hide as any,’ said a black cloaked character whose eye-mask made it difficult for her to keep her half-moon spectacles on her long nose.
‘I still think coming as Zena would have been a good idea,’ I said, trying gamely to carry off a Hunter costume.
‘Just because I have black and white stripes doesn’t mean the Zebra is my favourite character. And anyway, Carrington 5ive passed me by. It was in my ‘having cubs’ phase.’
‘Well I was too young for it, but I still know the main characters.’
‘And you make a very appealing Lion. Now, shall we go in?’
Mel swept a caped arm forward with more swagger than was normal for her, and I padded ahead of her, under the balloon arch and into the foyer.
Immediately the scale of our task slowed us to a halt. We had come to look for someone dressed as Roadblock, the ‘act-first-think-later’ Rhino whose C5 uniform was always in need of repair. Standing in the large entrance hall we could see maybe seven Rhinos, mingling in with a whole herd of Elephants, Zebras, and Lions, and that was just the Carrington 5ive cosplayers. The rest of the room was a motley mix of alien heads, mythical weaponry, robotic limbs and a bit more bare fur than was probably advisable in the current weather conditions.
‘And this is just the foyer,’ I said, recalibrating the job in hand.
‘You found Tony, didn’t you?’
I shrugged as well as any Rabbit could while balancing a Hunter Lion’s full mane headdress on small shoulders.
‘Take these to the stage!’ commanded an officious Hedgehog in a stripy scarf, thrusting two helium balloons at us before swiftly moving on.
Without a better plan, and seeing that everyone else was being given a balloon, we sniffed around to get our bearings and seek out the stage. The venue map resembled a spider. The stage was like the spider’s body, in the main arena, along with the main exhibitor booths, and there were seven other themed rooms, and the foyer, coming off from there.
‘It looks like we go through that doorway that says ‘Say Hello to the Universe’.’
‘May old Father Badger save me. Whatever would my cubs say if they saw me?’
‘My guess is, ‘Why didn’t you come as Zena?’ ’
The main arena was more used to hosting sports finals than trade shows, although thankfully the roof had been left closed for the Comic Con event. We took our balloons and waded through a throng of curiously costumed animals until we reached the central stage. Three steps led up to the platform where we found an excitable Porcupine welcoming newcomers and proudly showing off the canopy of helium balloons trapped in a large net arching over the stage.
‘Write! Yes, c’mon. Write your m… m… messages for the Universe. Qu… Qu… Quick as you can. Ch… Ch… Chop, ch… chop!’ The Porcupine was brandishing blank white labels at anyone standing on the stage with a balloon. Mel was looking overloaded by the whole experience, and I think she was glad that I was there to get some sanity restored.
‘What is going on exactly?’ I asked.
The Porcupine turned on his heels and scampered to where we stood.
‘ ‘C… C… Carrington 5ive, we are l… l… losing contact. You are on your ow… ow… own. Sssssssay hello to the universe f… for us…’ ’ he said, mimicking a deep, canine accent despite his stammer. He wiggled his eyebrows at me to see if I understood. I just pulled off another Lion-headed shrug.
‘N… n… never mind, never m… mind, we all… all… all have to l… learn somewhere,’ said the Porcupine, with a patience at odds with both the mayhem of the crowds around him and the shortcomings of his own vocal demon. ‘We are d…doing a b… , a b… , a balloon launch to… m… morrow night. You wr… write your message on one of these and l’ll… let it j… j… join those others up there. We’ll open the roof and sss… send them out to the universe. Bit of a g… gimmick, but hey…’ He gestured around the room.
‘No, its nice. I like it,’ I said. ‘And why the net?’
‘To be honest,’ said the Porcupine in a quiet, conspiratorial voice, ‘it sh… should add to the drama when they g… get released, but really its j…, its j…, just insurance. The v… venue doesn’t want balloons sss… stuck in the roof mechanism. I’ve got the release rope tied up to my d… desk and I’ll ffff…forfeit the whole insurance per… p… per… p… premium if I pull it before the roof is ffff… fully opened. That was the only way they’d l… let me have ‘em.’
I thanked him and let him get back to his label deliveries. I wrote, ‘HORNWORM’ on a label, tied it to my balloon and let it drift up to nestle with the growing cloud of others.
I figured it couldn’t do any harm.
Then I turned to Mel and said, ‘Now, let’s you and me dive in and find our Roadblock.’
Direct intel from Commander Reynard? The flow had always been the other way around! As a consequence Ivan had spent the next couple of hours in a dream, slowly imagining himself as a more and more integral part of the Commander’s elite force, and telling the tale to his grand-cubs of when he got his first commission.
He propped the shiny purple ticket against his monitor and researched Comic Con. His first discovery was that it was common, if not compulsory, to go in costume, and that this year the main theme was Carrington 5ive, which he was sure was a typo but couldn’t quite see why. He searched for Comic Con costumes, and found a word he didn’t recognise: ‘cosplay’; which led to another word just as unfamiliar: ‘portmanteau’. His next image search brought him too many confusing pictures, mostly involving different animals who all had the name ‘Angel Delight’, and which collectively stirred in him a longing to, at the very least, buy himself a patch of forest and start raising a family.
After a search longer than was entirely necessary he made himself write a list of things he could wear to help him blend in with a Comic Con crowd. He only had an hour before the doors opened, so his costume items needed to be easy to get, and quickly, between his base and the Felix Arena. He settled on three items: a very long stripy scarf; a utilikilt (which seemed to be some kind of manly skirt with pockets on the outside); and, because he was feeling daring, a Scoots head-dress. His reasoning went that if he was going to a Carrington 5ive event to look out for his target then it would be quite cunning to go dressed as the look-out from the show. It would be what Wild Wooders called a ‘double bluff’, and it made him feel very clever to have thought of it.
Time was against him so he ran to the costume shop in his army gym kit and walked out wearing his new costume, complete with the periscope version of the Scoots head-dress. It was the premium model but, he figured, if he was going to walk around with a giraffe’s neck and head on his shoulders then he might as well pay the extra and take advantage of the enhanced vantage point it gave him.
Aside from banging his giraffe head on the balloon arch on the way in, he got into the Comic Con event without a hitch. A Hedgehog ran past him, handing him a balloon as he went. Ivan intended to grab it. He really liked balloons, but he hadn’t quite got the hang of his periscope vision and the balloon drifted up into the concrete rafters of the foyer. The Hedgehog noticed what had happened and came back to him.
‘You’d better not do that in the main arena, Scoots,’ he said. ‘The boss’ll go mental if any of the balloons get free.’ But he was sympathetic, and he carefully held Ivan’s unbandaged paw and wrapped the string of another balloon around it before closing Ivan’s fingers on it. ‘There you go Scoots. Take it into the main arena and go to the stage. Spike’ll tell you what to do with it.’
Ivan took a moment to get his bearings. Periscope vision took some getting used to, he realised. Particularly odd was the sensation of having a balloon on a string that simultaneously appeared to be a long way above him but also at his eye level. He decided the best thing to do was to follow the Hedgehog’s instructions, deliver the balloon to someone called Spike, and then find somewhere to stand where he could get used to his periscope without drawing attention to himself.
The main arena was an altogether bigger challenge than he had prepared for, not least because the floor seemed to double up as a rudimentary seating area. The whole balloon-far-away-but-up-close thing was too much to deal with in such a busy environment, so he hoisted it down and held it out in front of him in both paws, then made his way gingerly towards the stage. He looked for all the world like a sightless Giraffe who had brought his Guide Balloon For The Blind along.
Spike the Porcupine saw him before he got to the stage, and tried to offer assistance.
‘J… j… just a few m… more steps,’ he said, hoping that by standing at the top of the steps the blind Scoots could home in on his voice like a lamp in a harbour cottage window. Ivan changed direction and made for the friendly sound.
Three things happened in very quick succession after that, and none of them deliberately Ivan’s fault.
First, he stepped on something that wasn’t floor. It was something that moved and spoke and sounded more sullen than anything else. Second, and as a direct result of the first event, Ivan let go of the balloon he was holding so as to put his arms out in front of himself to avoid toppling over. Third, an alert Spike plucked one of his quills and launched it like a javelin straight through Ivan’s balloon.
‘That was cl… cl… close,’ said Spike, waving an apology to the Goat running a plushie stall who was, at that moment, busy trying to placate a hyperventilating Barn Owl while removing a large porcupine quill from his recently purchased Angel Delight doll. ‘Only, I c… c… can’t let them h... hit the r… roof or I lose my… m… my… my insurance.’
Ivan’s view of recent proceedings was quite limited owing to his periscope vision. He held up his paws, one bandaged, the other dangling a torn piece of red latex from a string still wrapped around his wrist.
‘Oh… I’m s… s… soooo  s… s… s…’ began Spike.
Ivan held his bandaged paw higher, palm towards Spike.
‘It’s ok,’ he ventured, trying to hide his Fox accent as best he could. ‘No hard feelings, eh?’
‘W… want another?’ asked Spike, but Ivan was keen to move on. He could feel eyes starting to turn on him and he was supposed to be undercover. Without answering the Porcupine he turned and, peeking through the bottom of his Scoots headdress, made his way cautiously to the relative safety of a bench by a coffee stall.
Never, ever give Roadblock a sit down job. That seemed to be the main script advice driving his character. If there were heavy obstacles or an advance party of enemy aliens then Roadblock was your Rhino. Otherwise, send him to the on board gym, or the sewing room to fix the rips in his uniform. The very last place you wanted him was on the Bridge, where Hunter with his flowing mane and Zena with her intelligent eyes charted the Starship
Carrington and its five crew on a glamorous course through the inky blackness of space towards the next adventure. Meanwhile, below decks, Jewel, the Elephant engineer, kept her engines working through improbable amounts of strain, often brought about because Scoots, the hapless but well intentioned stowaway Giraffe, was given the job of look-out and was never quite up to it.
Buster, being a big sci-fi fan, had cracked Tony’s code almost as soon as I’d shown him the files. Each page had one error. It was always something you had to be a real fan to spot. He had seen straight away that Angel Delight would never wear pink because she hated gender stereotypes. The Starship Gemini clue was a little better hidden, but obvious to him. The Starship was actually run by two snow white siblings who were not twins but part of triplets. The third one only got a mention in one episode of Season 4, where her ice blue (not ‘orange’) arm could be seen through the frosted glass of her cryogenic pod.
I figured that Tony was using the codes to somehow meet up with contacts under the cover of fan conventions, like a modern twist on the briefcase swap on a frosty park bench. He would send the coded file, and even if it was intercepted its secret would not be apparent to anyone but a real fan. If the contact was able to meet up then Tony would know it was safe because the contact would be the only one at the convention in a pink fighting outfit or an orange Gemini body sleeve. Or today, they would be the only Roadblock in a pristine uniform.
Mel and I agreed to split up. This involved me working systematically from side-room to side-room while Mel sat at a table in the main arena sipping an expensive coffee and watching the mad world go by, to the accompaniment of a saxophone busker.
‘Welcome fans, welcome to Comic Con. We hope you have the best time yet,’ beamed an overly cheerful announcer over the PA system. ‘Do pop down and visit the brilliantly talented artists in the drawing alley in Room Six, but remember: they have to eat too! So why not take them a snack to show your appreciation?
And if they are hiding under the table just give them five minutes to have a break. OK good folks? All-right!!!’
I had been through five of the side rooms but could plainly see how unscientific my approach was. In the Brownian Motion of characters at the event I was bound to miss a fair percentage of Roadblocks. It seemed futile. Even when I thought back to how I had homed in on Tony’s address there had been a certain logic to my steps. This was just wandering around and hoping for a lucky break, like a spaceship drifting through the Universe.
Why hadn’t Tony chosen Scoots? I’d only seen two Giraffes all day. Tony would have been a cinch to find.
Maybe Mel, parked at a table, had the better idea after all. Wasn’t a stopped clock at least bang on accurate twice a day?
An albino Mink with an ice blue body sleeve came up to me as I was on the cusp of going off to join Mel.
‘Badge, Hunter?’ he said.
His dungarees were covered in enamel fan badges, to the point that he looked like he was wearing chainmail. His blue right paw held his waistcoat open and there, in glorious primary colours, I saw his merch.
(Incidentally, all life-forms in the entire known universe can be placed neatly into one of two groups: those who snigger at unintentional double entendres, and those who don’t.)
Pinned to the inside of his waistcoat were row after row of tiny enamel faces: Hunter, Zena, Jewel, Roadblock and Scoots.
‘C5 badge Hunter? Got a good one with your face on it.’
I stopped and pretended to look at the badges, but really I was glad of an excuse to stand still and survey the swirling crowd.
‘Come on. You know you want one. Three quid, or two for a bluey. Can’t say fairer than that now, can I?’
The Mink, too, was scanning the crowd, probably looking for the next soft touch, I reckoned, as I handed over a fiver and took a Hunter and a Roadblock.
‘Much obliged, Hunter. Ta very much,’ said the Mink pocketing the blue note with a blue hand. ‘You, er, you might want to be careful of the pin. Got a bit of a lively spring on that batch. Nothing a strong Lion can’t ‘andle though, eh? Eh?’ and he was off, laughing through the crowds.
I pocketed the shoddy badges and shuffled back in to the main arena where Mel was still at her table.
‘Thank Father Badger you’ve come to rescue me!’ she exclaimed. ‘I couldn’t make that coffee last any longer and the busker is starting to try my patience.’
We shared our progress, or lack of it, and then reluctantly decided that the best of the poor plans before us was to head across to Room Six and keep searching. A ring of young costumed animals sitting on the floor comparing their purchases and freebies, however, blocked our path across the arena. One capped fringe looked familiar.
‘Hello, Buster,’ I said cheerfully, crouching to join the group on the floor.
‘I’ll stand, if you don’t mind. My hips,’ said Mel.
Buster looked delighted to see his new grown-up friend again.
‘Sweet Hunter rig,’ he said, approvingly.
‘Er, thanks.’
‘You seen your Roadblock?’
That made me do a double take. I’d let Buster think it was a treasure hunt. The idea that there were actual animals wearing the clues had never been mentioned.
Buster must have seen the look on my face and sparkled a grin at me.
‘Come on, I may not be doing well in school, but I got brains. I reckon I know there’s more to it than just a puzzle. At least, I do now.’
‘Now?’
‘Yeah, man. Since I saw him.’
‘Saw who?’
‘That shiny clean Roadblock, over there.’




Chapter Sixteen

 
When the saxophonist started unpacking her case Ivan knew it was time for him to start moving. A kind waiter had arrived with a complimentary frappé and brownie just as he had sat down on the bench, saying it was to settle his nerves after the balloon quill incident. The extra long straw had been a nice touch too. But nothing, not the ministrations of the Bobcat barista, not even the dread of the queasiness that periscope vision gave him, could make him stay and listen to a saxophone busker.
He got unsteadily to his feet and pondered his next move. His mission was to find a Badger with, ideally, a Rabbit in tow, but where to start? Luckily for him, the PA announcer gave him a shove. In her cheerful tone she outlined the plight of the poor starving artists, who were corralled in an alley and had to eat food off the floor. Their plight reminded him of so many of his fellow Forest Foxes back home. He had no idea such poverty could exist here, in the heart of Wild Wood!
He was struggling to get the brownie past his headdress anyway, so he wrapped it up and headed for Room Six, on a mission to ‘Feed the Artists’. As Ivan the Whys had written: ‘Do good deeds and the Universe will bring back good things to you in abundance.’ Well, there was no harm in trying.
Room Six puzzled him when he got there. There was no alley for a start. The artists all seemed to be sitting at tables, laughing and chatting, and not showing any signs of malnutrition or daily hardship. Maybe the announcer had been mistaken. Or maybe her appeal had been so successful that already the socio-economic artist crisis had been solved. The one thing Ivan was sure of was that there were no badgers in Room Six, and as such it was of no use in his mission. He gave his brownie to the nearest artist, hoping the Universe was watching anyway, and shuffled back out towards the main arena.
The metallic ghost that accosted him gave him quite a surprise, its blue arm waving high above his head, on the edge of his periscope vision, tying to attract his attention.
I’m not hallucinating, am I? he thought. It is getting hot in this giraffe head.
‘I said I’ve got a great Scoots badge!’ said a voice, as if it was shouting to be heard.
Ivan put his arms out to feel in front of him, to see if he could locate the ghost. He felt nothing.
Well, actually, what did I expect? he reasoned. Then a sharp pain ran through his otherwise uninjured paw.
‘Ow!’ he said.
‘Oh, sorry, sorry,’ the ghostly voice replied. ‘These new pins are a bit lively. Anyway, I’ve put a Scoots in your paw. They’re three squid each or two for a bluey.’
Ivan prided himself on how well he had learned the language ready for his Wild Wood posting. In fact he proudly considered himself to be more than functionally fluent, but try as he might he could not make sense of the words that came from the spikey ghost.
And then a reassuringly familiar, if not entirely welcome, sensation came to him. He was bleeding. The little metal ghost had cut him!
‘Er… hey, sorry about that. You seem to have cut yourself,’ said the ghost. ‘Anyway, keep the badge. Call it a gift. No, in fact, don’t call it anything. You never saw me, right?’
Ivan looked around and saw no ghosts at above head height. Then he stooped forward to try to take in a visual sweep of his environment at ground level. No ghosts there either. What he did see, though, took his mind off the blood and the vicious, metallic ghost. There, across the room, was a Badger! Not only that, but next to it was a Lion, but it was a Lion with a Rabbit’s tail.
Suddenly he was right back in mission mode. He was there to look for a Badger, who went by the name of Melody Higgins. The one who had been in Oak Leaf’s flat the night before…
As those ideas ran through his head he watched the Rabbit sit cross-legged on the floor and start to talk to a young Otter, and then the Badger stooped and joined in the conversation.
‘Futtocks!’ he muttered under his breath, proud of his ability not to swear in a second language. That couldn’t be his Badger, not hanging out with a bunch of teenage critters. Or could it?
He swivelled his headdress to take in the rest of the room, and immediately locked on to another possible target: pointy nose with stripes, wearing a fancy armour costume, walking with a large, gangly rabbit, both heading for the toilets.
‘Thank Ivan, and thank the Universe!’ he intoned, delightedly, into his Scoots mask.
He took a deep breath to steady his nerves then set off in pursuit as carefully as he could, glad that he had made the effort to come in such a cunning disguise.
I leapt to my feet and tugged Mel’s sleeve.
‘That’s him,’ I said, excitedly. ‘That’s our Roadblock.’ I stood with my back to the animal in question so Mel could look beyond my left ear, through the straggly tufts of mane, to a group of animals standing by the Carrington 5ive booth. One of the three Roadblocks she saw there was in a crisp new uniform, looking smarter even than the handsome Hunter he was standing with.
‘Well spotted!’ she said.
‘It was Buster, actually.’
‘Was it indeed?’
Mel bent down stiffly at the waist and quietly gave the young Otter some words of praise that made his face shine.
‘I’m going over there,’ I said. ‘Wait here, will you? Its crazy easy to get lost in this place.’
I skipped through the crowds milling by the stage and began to work my way slowly through the group of fans huddled around the Carrington 5ive display.
And then it hit me.
I didn’t actually know what to do once I found my Roadblock.
There had been no extra part of the clue in the file. Just a single error. A means of identifying that the coast was clear: a flower in a lapel; a curtain half drawn at a window…
I knew I had little time to waste. Tony was critically ill and the Foxes, in the form of Buck Wildheart, were closing in on me too. I had to find out what Hornworm was so I could work out how to defend myself. Anything else was just like waiting for the sharp teeth in the depths of the dark warren.
I pushed myself confidently through the last of the crowd and tugged the Roadblock’s new shirt.
‘Nice threads,’ I said.
‘Really? You like it?’
‘Sure I do,’ I said, not quite knowing what words were going to come out of my mouth until they appeared, and just hoping madly that they would be the right ones.
‘Well, I don’t. I’m wearing it for a bet.’
My mouth opened but no words came out. I scrambled around in my brain for an idea, any idea to pick Tony’s lock.
‘Have you worn anything else for a bet?’ I tried.
The smart Roadblock bent down a little to get a good look at my face under that big mane of Hunter hair.
‘If that’s a chat up line you’re staring at the wrong Rhino, miss,’ he said, kindly but with a strong sense of conversational finality.
I turned my big eyes on him. I smiled. I willed the right words to present themselves, but nothing came except, ‘Ah, shame. There must be a lucky Mrs Roadblock somewhere then.’
‘Yeah, something like that,’ he replied, and stepped backwards. It was only a small step but instantly there seemed to be a new row of animals between him and me, and as I looked between the costumes all signs of the brand new Roadblock had gone.
Crouching down on his paws and knees Ivan shouldered his way into the toilets, silently wishing public spaces had been designed with Giraffes, especially cosplaying ones, in mind. He had seen the potential Badger target, accompanying the Rabbit, heading to the toilets. He was certain they definitely hadn’t come out again, so sneaking in undetected and trying to eavesdrop their conversation was his next plan.
What surprised him first as he struggled to his feet (one in a bandage, the other in its shiny calliper) was how feminine all the male cosplayers looked, and just how many Angel Delight costumes there were. Sure, he’d been to his fair share of army parties, and it seemed almost compulsory that the blokes had to pull on a dress and mince around. It was almost as if not to do so was somehow less masculine. But this! Here, making running repairs to their costumes, were blokes who had gone the whole distance; who had even, it seemed, gone in for surgery to…
‘Oi, creep, get your big neck and your fake skirt back out that door and do one!’ shouted a far from delighted sounding Angel. Ivan tried to focus through his periscope. Now that he was kneeling, his scope was at head height. Or, to be precise, slightly below head height. When the moment of realisation came, the mixture of feelings was simultaneously ecstatic and mortifying.
A kindly Gemini character cut him some slack, took him by his good arm and led him carefully out through the door marked ‘Cows’ and over to the one marked ‘Bulls’ opposite. Before she left him she said,
‘Oh, let me get this for you,’ and she gently teased out the Scoots enamel badge that was still lodged in his palm. Carefully, and with some effort, she tucked the pin back behind its safety lug and placed the badge back in his paw.
‘Um, thanks,’ he said, grateful for the kindness. Not since he had left his vixen’s apron strings had he felt the kindness of another in quite that way. It almost made him forget his mission.
‘You can… call me, if you want,’ said Gemini coyly.
‘Um…’ said Ivan again, not having a clue how the conversation was supposed to go from here. Ivan the Whys had most certainly said nothing about this sort of situation.
Gemini glanced far up to her right without moving her head, and then looked back at Ivan and gave him a small smile.
‘Listen, maybe you aren’t interested, or maybe you just need a little time...’
He said and did nothing in response, not wanting to break the new and magical spell he felt she had put him under. Beneath his Scoots headdress he was silently imploring her to stay and just talk to him, and hold his hand some more.
‘I’ll be here until the end,’ she said. ‘You are easy to find. Just…just wear the badge if you want to talk to me. No pressure, just… we can talk… If you want… Yeah?’
She closed his fingers around the badge and patted his fist, lingered a while longer holding his paw between her two, then slowly let his drop.
Ivan had started to rearrange his periscope so he could watch her go, back through the ‘Cows’ door, when the door to the ‘Bulls’ toilet opened forcefully, snapping him out of Gemini’s trance. Before him stood an armoured Badger and a lanky Rabbit.
Emboldened by Gemini’s touch he said, ‘A-ha!’ and waved a bandaged fist at them. He had meant it to be just his finger, but he belatedly realised that wasn’t practical.
‘May we help you?’ said the armoured Badger, politely.
Ivan was immediately out of his depth.
‘What to do? What to do? What to do?’ he chuntered inside his mask.
Maybe play it cool? Stall for time? Yes. That’ll have to do. At least I’m in disguise so they won’t suspect I’m a Fox.
‘These costumes, eh?’ he said, trying to sound casual and friendly.
‘Quite,’ said the armoured Badger.
‘Where did you get yours from? Maybe next time I’ll be an armoured badger. It’s got to be easier that this!’
He was going for sympathy but missed his mark spectacularly.
‘If I had a tenner for the number of ignorant animals that call me ‘armoured Badger’ I’d be able to afford free flights home for the rest of my life!’
‘You Wild Wooders can be so ignorant!’ chimed in the lanky Rabbit. ‘It’s ‘arm-A-dill-OH’, mister Gee-raff.’
Ivan was befuddled. He had rapidly lost control of the situation. He did a quick tally up of how it was going. On the plus side, he had no more injuries. Also, he hadn’t blown his mission, because this couldn’t be his Badger. That gave him his next move. This wasn’t his target, so pack up and move on.
‘Sorry, mister Rah-bit! I meant no offence. Just a bit hard to see under this thing.’
It was the Armadillo’s turn to be offended.
‘Honey, you don’t get long legs like those beauties on a Rabbit. And ears to die for.’
The Armadillo turned to the Hare, slipping a short arm around his waist, and said,
‘Come, Fernando. Let us leave this poor chimera to his own kind.’
They sashayed around Ivan and made to leave, but the Armadillo had one last thing to say. He stood shoulder to shoulder with Ivan, leaned in and said quietly,
‘And, honey, that scarf was never going to work. But…’ he paused.
Ivan was confused beyond belief. Animals, genders, backstories… it had all been so simple to him yesterday.
The Armadillo leaned in closer still. Ivan could smell an expensive and carefully chosen cologne.
‘…but the utilikilt is kind of cute.’ He winked, not that Ivan could have seen anything so subtle, and nudged him with his hip before disappearing back into the crowd in the main arena.
When Buster found me at the Carrington 5ive booth, I must have been in a daze. I think I was just looking at my paws, first one and then the other.
‘Did you find him?’ he asked, but only to be friendly.
When I looked around me it was as full an answer as he needed.
‘What happened?’
‘Really?’ I wasn’t sure weather I should tell Buster more than he already knew. To be honest I wanted to, because I was grateful to him, for all his help so far. But that same gratitude made me want to protect him from all the furies that had begun to scrape at my own door.
‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I saw you nudge Nico out of the way to get to Sampson. Wasn’t he your Roadblock after all?’
Now I’m usually great at dealing with new information. I can quickly see how to fit it into a bigger picture. But Buster’s new words had splashed onto my canvas and begun to paint a new reality that I struggled to make sense of.
‘Nico and Sampson?’
‘You know, the Hector and Roadblock you were talking to.’
Now that made me stop staring at my hands and quickly take stock of the new conversation.
‘Can I… just… get something straight?’ I asked, tentatively.
‘Fire away!’
‘Do you know the Roadblock in the smart uniform?’
Buster’s cheeks flushed, his gaze immediately turned to the floor, and his shoulders slumped. Nervously, he placed and groomed his fringe over his eye.
‘Hey, it’s ok,’ I said. ‘You haven’t done anything wrong.’
Buster kept flattening his fringe, but risked a quick glance up at me.
‘Really, you haven’t. In fact, you’ve been great.’
The tidal wave of teenaged tension in his body, so quick to arrive, slowly began to ebb.
‘They were in my school. Years above me, yeah? Way too cool for me. But I know who they are, sure.’
So I was in a dilemma. On the one paw I didn’t want to upset Buster or put him in danger. On the other, there was something evil, unspecified, on the prowl and Buster might be the only key available to access it. I made a decision.
‘Listen, if they are locals then do you think they know Mother?’
The mention of that name seemed to give Buster a further boost.
‘Like, everyone knows Mother!’ he said, and almost raised a smile.
‘And does that mean they might know her pup too?’
Buster shrugged and turned his paws’ palms upward.
‘It’s been a blessing and a curse,’ he said, now almost completely back to the cheerful Otter I had found sitting on the floor with his friends.
‘So… how about you come with me and we go find them again? I think I might need you to vouch for me.’
‘Sounds cool!’ he said, and darted off to his left, through the crowd. Then he stopped and came back. ‘Sorry, er, like, ladies first,’ he said, cap in hand.
‘Mother must be very proud of you!’ I said, and Buster turned away. I reckon it was so I couldn’t see him blush again.
The net of balloons was much bigger now and was starting to cast a coloured glow on the assembled animals, the house lights shining through the thin latex from the retractable roof high overhead. Buster’s gaze fell on a trio of young Polecats dressed to impress in Angel Delight cosplay. Caught between them and me it looked like the teenaged Otter didn’t know where to look, so he chose the ground.
‘Er, yeah, like, I guess,’ he managed, and followed gratefully as I set off to rediscover my Rhino in shining uniform.
Shuffling in a confused daze back to the main arena Ivan tried to get the feel of the Armadillo’s hip banging into his out of his mind. He pictured instead Gemini who had held his hand. His visual memory of her was limited, given his periscope vision, but he could conjure up a good likeness of her from just the softness of her paws and the breathy tone of her lilting voice. She had opened up a whole new frontier in his mind, one that didn’t have military uniforms or early morning parades, dark basement workrooms or food in a tray. He couldn’t visualise the new frontier clearly, but a wisp of his Vixen’s washing powder came to him, and the echo of a floral curtain. He closed his paw around the Scoots badge and made himself a promise.
‘Ivan,’ he said to himself, ‘If you don’t succeed in this mission today then maybe the military is not for you. Give it one more try and if you don’t find the Badger then take the plunge and find Gemini instead.’
It was a bold command, but as soon as he gave himself that order a sense of calm and clarity came over him. Life, that had been getting increasingly complicated as the day had worn on, was suddenly a calm meadow to him again, just as it had been all those years ago in the front garden of his den back home. He inhaled deeply and held his Scoots head aloft to survey the campaign field before him, perhaps for the last time. This was it. Make or break. Do or die.
Or live!
His periscope vision picked up a posse of young Polecats, all dressed to impress as Angel Delight. He looked at them coolly. They didn’t turn his head now. He had clarity of thought. He had a Mission. And if that failed he had his Gemini.
He turned his shoulders to arc his field of vision and his eye was caught by an unmistakable flash of white, where a tail might be. He focussed in. Short legs, short ears. Bingo!
Setting off at as quick a pace as he could manage, he worked hard to keep the flash of white in view at all times. His target now had company: a black and white striped animal! Maybe female. He strode on with more urgency, as fast as his paws would take him.
The Rabbit and its partner turned into Room Four. Ivan was delighted. There was no way he could mess this up. There was only one way in, one way out. With more than a passing sadness for what could have been with Gemini, he imagined Vulpine giving him a pat on the back, straightened up and marched dead ahead into Room Four.
To be fair to Ivan is was the first doorway he had forgotten to duck under. His headdress fell to the floor just as the lights in Room Four dimmed and a Rabbit on the mini stage against the far wall wrapped up her speech.
‘And so it is my very great pleasure to bring you the World Premiere…’
Whoops went up from the crowd. Ivan, happy to be without his Scoots periscope for a moment, took the opportunity to look around, and there, right in front of him, was the Rabbit.
Next to a pair of Rabbits.
And another Rabbit.
Then three Badgers.
And…what was that smell?
‘…yes, indeed, this is the World Premiere of ‘Rocky Rabbit and Super Skunk: Endgame’!’
Ivan burst out of the room, gasping for breath. He slammed his Scoots headdress back on, but that only concentrated the smell even more. His eyes began to water and his mouth dried up.
‘That’s it, that’s it, that’s IT!’ he told himself, holding the Scoots badge tighter in his hand.
‘Gemini, here I come!’




Chapter Seventeen

 
‘Sorry about the safety detail. The whole Tony thing has got us all jumpy and you are a new face.’
The pristine Roadblock had cleared me instantly just as soon as Mother’s pup had vouched for me. It turned out he wasn’t my contact at all, just a Gatekeeper.
So that was the purpose of Tony’s coded message! I guess that made sense. If the wrong guy cracked it they’d get the cold shoulder, just like I had got first time around. And only the Gatekeeper knew where the main meeting was being held. Neat.
His small crowd of guards had worked their disappearing magic again, on me this time, and the pristine Roadblock had whisked me through the curtains of a Carrington 5ive photo booth and down into a cramped, dark crawlspace.
‘Stage?’
‘It’s just about the most private place here,’ he said, and turned to leave. ‘Shouldn’t be long. He knows you’re here.’
I wanted to ask, ‘Who?’ but my guide had already gone. Alone in the dark, with just the muffled sound of the cheerful announcer booming down on me for company, I took stock of my position. Tony Mole had sent me that message, saying he had something ‘big’ for me, and he had arranged this top secret meet up. I knew Tony wasn’t going to turn up any time soon, so who else could it be…?
‘You’ve made a good start to the old journalism business, JJ.’
An unnervingly familiar voice spoke to me from no more than an arm’s length away, although in the pitch dark I couldn’t make out his outline, let alone any features. Either way, it didn’t matter. I’d know that voice anywhere. I’d heard it a million times before in the dark.
‘Dug!’
I reached out to touch him and our paws hit clumsily in the dark. I grabbed his paw with both of mine and squeezed.
‘How is it you?’ Not my most well constructed sentence ever, but I reckon you can cut me some slack, given the circumstances.
He said something in reply but his words were drowned out by another muffled announcement.
‘We are right under the stack here,’ he said, as the message ended. ‘No chance of any electrical snooping, see?’
‘You’ve done this before,’ I said, impressed.
‘Yeah, and I know you haven’t, and I’m sorry to drag you in to this, but something serious seems to be coming to a head, and I just can’t crack it. You, darling sister, might have just the skills I need to help me shift my own ‘roadblock’.’
‘Wait. Me?’
‘Hey, don’t be coy, JJ. You are a top level snoop, aside from that HQ cock-up.’
‘So is that why you chose the Rhino! You’ve hit a ‘roadblock’?’
‘Nope, just a happy coincidence. When we pick a gatekeeper it’s always someone popular so there’ll be a lot of decoys.’
‘Yeah, I was kind of wishing you’d gone with Scoots,’ I said, pretending to be annoyed.
‘Well, we would have been one of only two today. Hardly a smokescreen.’
‘It could have saved my feet though.’ I gave the pads a rub.
‘Nah, folks only ever do Scoots ironically, like that one today with the full stripy scarf and utilikilt routine.’
That broke the ice a little. It’s odd when your brother has disappeared off the face of the earth for months and then he turns up in the dark, at the other end of a cryptic message.
I took my phone out and looked at his face in the blue glow of the screen. I had a question that was begging to be asked.
‘So what happened to you?’ I searched his familiar face for clues.
‘I got too close to something, just like Tony.’
‘Was it Hornworm?’
Dug winced. Even in our dull lair that name seemed to echo.
We waited for the ripples to fade.
‘How is he…by the way?’ Dug asked.
‘Mel says he’ll live, but he’s got a tough couple of weeks ahead first.’
‘Total ledge, Mole. Did they catch who did it?’
‘They are still working on leads. Obviously it looks like Fox, but I guess you know that’s not a conclusion anyone wants to draw publicly until they’ve got a gold plated selfie of the perp with his victim.’
‘Is right,’ said Dug, nodding.
Man, it was weird talking to Dug again after so long. I mean weird because of how easy it was. We picked up like he’d just come back from the shops.
‘Listen,’ I said, ‘whether I like it or not it feels like I’m probably next in the poisoned pipeline so whatever you need me for, I’m in.’
That brought to mind for both of us a quietly efficient, dimly lit hospital room, with tubes and beeps and a good Mole lying still. We both paused involuntarily.
That was when we heard the first shots.
A single, then two in rapid succession.
The sound seemed to be coming from right above us.
‘The dial has gone all the way up to eleven in just a couple of days,’ said Dug, quickly calculating what needed to be done next, like the ex-Service Agent he was. ‘If we don’t find out what Hornworm means soon we’ll both be lucky if we get off as lightly as Tony has.’
He reached out to grab both my paws and looked me in the eyes, in the faint blue glow of my screen. ‘This, little sister, could be where you want to get off. I mean, I guess this isn’t what you got into journalism for.’
I looked back into his eyes. He was still the same old Dug, but there was a shadow there. Was it just the dim light from my screen or had his months on the run taken something out of him?
‘Hey, it’s go hard or go home as far as I’m concerned,’ I said.
‘OK, but don’t say I didn’t give you a chance to back out gracefully.’
Another shot rang out.
‘Come on,’ he said, pulling back the skirt overhanging the edge of the stage. ‘I think it’s time we got out of here.’
He wanted her to see him.
He needed her to see him…
… and his badge.
Ivan stood at the foot of the steps leading onto the stage and carefully removed his Scoots headdress. He didn’t need it now: his Mission was over. Well, one of his missions. His last for Commander Reynard. He had a new master now. He wasn’t sure what to call it, but ‘Love’ seemed to fit.
Spike recognised him from the earlier incident with the burst balloon and came over to talk to him.
‘S… so sorry abbbb…’ he began, but Ivan waved a paw magnanimously.
‘It’s ok,’ he said, feeling as relaxed and confident as he had ever felt. ‘I meant what I said. No hard feelings.’
He tugged at his utilikilt and dropped it to the floor. A few whistles went up, mainly from groups of younger animals sitting on the floor nearby. He stepped out of the skirt and stood boldly in his army issue gym shorts: one foot bandaged from the broken glass, the other in its shiny callipers. He was feeling more alive than he had ever done before.
‘May I…?’ he gestured towards the stage.
Spike raised a concerned chin.
‘W… w… why, exactly? There’s r… rather a lot offff… offff ballo-oo-oo-oons now.’
The net above the stage was bulging, and balloons formed a canopy all the way down to head height. Spike was feeling very proud. It was going to make one incredible finale.
Ivan felt a new feeling flood his veins. Was it friendship?
‘Don’t worry. I’m looking for someone. I’m looking for…’ He thought hard. Who was he looking for? Then it came to him.
‘… my soul mate.’
That seemed to soften Spike.
‘G… g… go on then, lad,’ he said, and held out a paw to help Ivan up the steps. A small crowd had begun to quieten around them and had turned to watch. Every one at Comic Con had a soft spot for a happy ending.
‘I need to put this badge on first,’ he said and tried to unhook the clasp, which would already have been hard even without a bandaged paw. The tricky spring leapt out of his paw and bulleted into the lower reaches of the balloon cloud.
The growing crowd held its breath.
The Scoots enamel badge fell with a tinkle to the stage.
Silence.
Spike spoke first.
‘W… w… well! That was cl… close!’ He picked up the badge and pinned it carefully right over Ivan’s heart.
The crowd relaxed. A small cheer went up.
‘I won’t be needing this either,’ said Ivan, unwrapping the long stripy scarf and dropping it at Spike’s feet. He stood at the foot of the steps, in his dark blue gym kit, with a bandaged paw and foot, his callipers shining in the coloured light and his Scoots badge sitting proudly on his chest.
‘Gemini, here I come,’ he said softly, and two young Angel Delights near him sighed.
He ascended the steps, feeling like it was a rite of passage, a new life, a new beginning. He stumbled on the top step and put his paw out to steady himself on a soft rope barrier, that gave a little under his weight but had enough tension in it to allow him to pull himself upright again. It made him feel giddy realising just how simple, how uncomplicated life could be when you knew what you wanted and it was within your grasp.
And what was in his grasp?
Well, still the soft rope barrier for a start…
Latex rubber melts at a little over 50 degrees C. That is about three times cooler than the temperature of the outer casing of the main lights high up in the arena’s retractable roof.
When the first balloon burst it sounded like a gunshot.
The crowd, keenly aware of the horrors at Little Meadow only the day before, didn’t stop to consider the evidence. Screams rose up, younger animals leapt to their feet, and as one the assembled crowd turned and stampeded for the exit. More bangs followed for good measure, but the message was already firmly entrenched.
The words, ‘Gemini, I’m wearing the badge!’ were lost in the commotion. Ivan surveyed the scene. What had, only moments before, been a burbling gathering of cheerful animals, had descended into a scene from Farmyard Inferno.
He stood, helpless, repeating his call. ‘I’m wearing the badge, Gemini! I’m wearing
the
badge! Look!’ He pointed at his chest, the orange Scoots badge clearly visible against the dark blue of his T-shirt. But as he pointed he realised he was still holding something in his hand. It was the soft rope barrier. He looked along its length to where it disappeared, not into a small upright metal pole on a circular base, but into the net of balloons. Or, ‘not of balloons’ as it now was.
At the top of the stairs a slightly pink Porcupine was advancing slowly on him, quills raised.
‘N… n…no h… hard fffff… ffeelings, eh?’ said Spike, as he levelled a plucked quill in his paw…
Outside the Carrington 5ive photo booth there were wild scenes. Animals were running for the foyer exit as the hail of bullets continued.
Only… something didn’t sound quite right about them. The sound was more sporadic, like pop-corn in a pan, neither the regular bursts of an automatic weapon nor the rhythmical pause of a shoot-and-reload rifle.
I risked a look back at the stage. Standing under a slow rain of coloured latex were two figures, and neither had a weapon, at least not in the conventional sense. In the centre of the stage was a rather sheepish looking Fox, in a gym kit and bandages, holding a limp rope. At the top of the steps, and screaming at the Fox menacingly, a stammering Porcupine advanced, quills raised…
‘Please make your way to the main exit,’ said the still cheerful announcer. ‘And be good to each other. Remember, a little help goes a long way!’
‘This way,’ said Dug, ignoring the announcer and pulling me in the direction of Room Six. It had been a long time since Dug had bossed me around, and I wasn’t completely sure I enjoyed it, but he did seem to be on home turf, and there was a large crowd of animals all trying to head in the opposite direction. We held paws and quickly made good ground through the thinning ranks of animals. Just as we passed through the doorway to Room Six I looked back and saw the Porcupine now sitting on top of the Fox, his quills pinning the wretched creature down.
‘Well that’s a prank that’s gone expensively wrong,’ I said.
‘Can’t say I’ll lose any sleep over a Fox being parted from their money,’ said Dug, gently tugging me away from the main arena.
The Artist Alley was deserted now and we were able to relax and stroll unhurriedly towards the green EXIT sign.
‘I’ll give you one last chance to back out, JJ. No disgrace.’
‘What exactly would I be backing out from?’
He paused to consider his answer, then took a deep breath and said,
‘I’m convinced Hornworm is a big deal for the Foxes. You are a red hot investigator and I could do with an extra pair of eyes, ones I know I can trust, helping me hunt Hornworm down.’
‘Then count me in all the way,’ I said. ‘This is going to make the story of a lifetime!’
We took the rear fire exit, made our way around the perimeter of the building and spotted Mel in the distance talking to Buster in a corner of the concourse outside the main entrance. The old Badger had a hand on the young Otter’s shoulder, and then she let go of him as three of his earlier group of friends walked up to them. Mel gave a little wave and stood watching the young group go. Dug and I skirted the concourse, staying in the shadows, and called Mel over when we got close.
‘Dug! Why am I not surprised to see you again, mixed up in all this?’ she said, unfazed. ‘Hold that thought though, our cab’s just coming.’
Sitting in the back of the private hire car we talked excitedly about all the different costumes we had seen. For the cab driver it was just another fare, nothing remarkable beyond ‘the la-di-da of all that comic nonsense’. We knocked off the act once he had dropped us, a mile away, and as I watched the cab turn back towards the city I recognised an ‘instantly forgettable’ car parked a short stroll away up the road.
‘Can’t you at least oil your door hinges?’ I said, as I opened a door and the dry metal screeched on its hinge.
‘Just settle yourself down. It’s about a thirty minute drive in this traffic, and I’ve got an old agent to debrief.’ She winked at Dug, sitting beside her in the front.
I didn’t need to be told twice. It had been a long time since I’d met Mel in Tony’s front room, and I hadn’t managed any sleep since. Dreams of balloons, rhino horns and long stripy scarves soon came to claim me.




Chapter Eighteen

 
‘THIS IS A Service safe house,’ said Mel. ‘You’re both on different hit lists now, so I’m not taking any chances. I can tell you we’re in the suburbs. I won’t tell you where exactly. You know how little I trust, well… everything.’
She leaned on the back of a chair and gestured expansively around the kitchen.
I guess things change pretty fast in the spy business. Mel was already totally fine with replacing an agent in hospital with a rookie journalist and a back-from-the-dead spy. Adapt to survive.
‘We’ll be safe enough here for a day at least, and it will give us a secure base to work from. Except…’
She pushed away from the chair and picked a coat off the rack behind the hall door.
‘… one of us has to go and do some proper work. I’ve got an agent in intensive care and a suspected Fox contract killing on my patch. I can’t really drop off the radar right now.’
That made sense. As for me, I’d had half a cup of coffee with my long lost brother and it was already like he’d never been away.
‘OK, well what have we got here?’ I asked. ‘What kit is there?’ I was keen to get started, and also to make it look like I knew what I was doing in front of big brother.
‘Ah, yes, well… safety comes with a price, I’m afraid,’ said Mel, cautiously.
I squinted at her. That didn’t sound good.
She led us into a tiled hallway.
‘Down we go,’ she said, opening a door under the stairs. We hopped down an uncarpeted staircase into a large basement room that had a slightly damp smell and no natural light. Two strip lights lit the room, showing a small office that looked for all the world like the old Service office Dug had described.
‘It’s like I’ve never been away,’ he said, following an untidy trail of cables back to a run of sockets in the wall. He switched them on, and the room began to buzz with intermittent exertions from various computer fans as the old machines coughed and spluttered into life.
‘Well, that’s the Service for you,’ said Mel. ‘Can’t abide to waste money, as you know. When the new office refit came along quite a few of our safe houses benefitted from these… mini-office installations.’ She grinned.
I sat down at one of the desks. The top was scratched and written on like it had some stories to tell. Dug sat opposite me and cracked his knuckles.
I’d forgotten how much I hated him doing that.
He hadn’t.
‘Sorry, JJ,’ he said with a wink. ‘Old habits. Anyway, now that we’ve got the dream team back together let’s see if we can’t pin down Hornworm before its too late…’
BREAKFAST IN TOAD Hall was, in Toad’s words, a ‘casual affair.’ The usual serving table was still there, with its silver domed warming plates holding bacon, sausages, black pudding, kippers, smoked salmon, mushrooms, tomatoes and three types of egg: poached, fried and scrambled. There were white, wholemeal and spelt bread slices ready to be toasted, a basket of freshly baked croissants and crystal jugs full of juices and milk. In fact, the more Weasel looked at the table, groaning under the weight of enough food for a rugger team, the more puzzled he was by Toad’s description of it.
Weasel knew that his first goal was not to provoke Toad into campaigning any harder than he might otherwise do. No point egging the other side on. The poll numbers showed it was going to be a hard enough struggle as it was, even if the tide was definitely turning in his favour.
But some itches just demand to be scratched.
‘I’m sorry, you said ‘casual’? Did I get that right?’ he asked.
Tarquin Toad the Third, dressed in his business breakfast attire of open necked blue shirt, his smallest stud cufflinks and just the trousers from a Harris tailored suit, looked around the room.
‘Yes, that’s right,’ he said, as if his gaze around the room were enough explanation.
‘I’m sorry?’ said Weasel, keen not to press too hard, but still desperately curious. ‘Er…?’
He left the syllable hanging, hoping Toad wouldn’t make him repeat his question. No point sounding like a badgering cub.
‘Well?’ replied Toad. ‘Can you see Phillips?’
He realised that his tone was a little petulant, and reeled himself back in. The morning polls had given him a jolt, but he was still a good margin ahead, and with only one day of campaigning to go he knew, deep down, that if he was worrying then it was over nothing.
‘Phillips?’ repeated Weasel.
Toad had a word with himself, took a short, deep breath, and set himself back on the patient track he had intended to be on all along.
‘My dear old thing, there is no need for us to bother with staff to serve our breakfast. Not when we are such animals of the world, about to discuss the biggest issues of the day. You must serve yourself whatever you wish, then we can go through the binders as we eat.’
The light finally went on in Weasel’s mind. It just hadn’t occurred to him that anyone might have waiter service for breakfast.
Toad filled his plate with a little of everything, then when Weasel had taken what he wanted Toad topped his own plate up again with most of what was left.
‘Waste not, want not, what?’ Toad said with a forced bonhomie.
‘Quite,’ said Weasel, and he took his plate to the conference table and started to tuck in to a sausage.
‘Between you and me,’ said Toad, once he too had sat down, ‘I think there might be a spy in Toad Hall.’
Weasel coughed up his food straight away and reached for a glass of juice to wash down his throat.
‘Good heavens, are you alright?’ said Toad, concerned.
‘Mmm… mmm…’ managed Weasel, still swallowing the juice. ‘Just went down the wrong way.’
Toad let his companion compose himself again before continuing.
‘Yes, a spy. I do believe something is leaking from Toad Hall, somehow. I mean, how else is anyone supposed to explain this?’
With a casual prod he pushed a newspaper across the table, open on a page that showed the polls just before the early morning print run.
Weasel looked at the columns; blue, yellow and red. Two days ago the difference between his yellow column and Toad’s blue one was as marked as that between ankles and shoulders. Now the latest polls had Toad closer to stomach height and Weasel creeping up the thigh. The red ‘Don’t Know’ column had dropped significantly overnight, and was heading down the shin at a rate of knots.
‘No wonder he’s annoyed,’ thought Weasel cheerfully.
‘One wonders quite what has got into the electorate,’ said Toad, resisting the urge to show Weasel how to hold his cutlery properly. ‘I’ve been up all night trying to work it out.’
Warning lights flashed in Weasel’s mind.
‘Up all night? Well that’s very dedicated of you, but I reckon those polls are just a blip. You know what the papers are like. They’ll make up anything to get a sale…’
As the words left his greasy lips Weasel realised he had just pitted his ‘reckon’ against Toad’s newspaper ‘facts’. It hadn’t been deliberate, but now he was fascinated to see how his new favourite weapon would play out in the very heart of Toad Hall itself.
Toad had wasted no time filling his mouth with food while Weasel was speaking. He closed his eyes and pushed the food down his throat as best he could, then washed it down with a crystal glass of cranberry juice held delicately in his hand, with one leathery pinkie extended.
‘The only answer I can come up with is that they are getting the wrong information,’ he said. ‘And that has led me to one, obvious conclusion.’
In all the times he had spoken with Toad that week, from the time in the toilets to the present breakfast banquet, Weasel had always felt on top of the conversation. Suddenly, his tail involuntarily tucked itself under him, and he began to wonder for the first time if he had bitten off more than he could chew.
‘Which is…?’ he said, trying gamely to keep any sign of fear from his voice.
Sympathetic eyes, straight face, head bowed, don’t look him straight in the eyes…
If he had been rumbled at this late stage… Well, the consequences didn’t bear thinking about.
‘Why, isn’t it obvious, my dear boy?’ said Toad, letting out a savoury burp and reaching for more juice. ‘Someone is cheating!’
Weasel gulped.
Toad pushed his plate away, one solitary piece of sausage still left swimming in tomato sauce, and stood up. He padded over to the window and gazed down on the early morning traffic below.
‘The very thought,’ he continued, ‘that on my watch I have let this happen… Why, it shames me.’
Weasel put down his cutlery and finished his milk. He didn’t like the turn the conversation had taken.
Toad turned back from the window and returned to the table. On resuming his seat he instinctively flicked out his tongue and snagged the last remaining piece of sausage from his plate. He instantly jolted upright in his seat, gave Weasel a wide-eyed stare and blushed slightly.
‘Oh,’ he said, shocked at his own lack of etiquette. He raised a linen napkin to his wide lips and covered them while he swallowed. Then he wiped them clean and dropped the napkin beside his plate and put his knife and fork together, forgetting that Phillips was not waiting on him that morning.
‘You must think I’m a terrible oik,’ Toad continued.
Weasel had many thoughts going through his head at that point, but none of them involved Toad in any significant way. Finding a legal team and building a good defence case were his most pressing thoughts, along with being sure to carry a pair of gloves for turning door knobs.
However, as the pendulum ticked away in the grandfather clock by the door, Weasel noticed that the ground had yet to disappear from beneath him. Was Toad toying with him?
‘Still. Can’t be helped now,’ said Toad, livening himself up with a mini pep-talk. ‘I’ve taken the necessary steps. I do hope you’ll forgive me.’
That caught Weasel off guard.
‘Forgive… you?’ he said, slowly, incredulously, realising that what he thought was his own endgame might actually be Toad’s surrender. It didn’t matter that he didn’t understand what had just happened, just that he no longer seemed to be caught in Toad’s cross-hairs. He told his mental lawyers to stand down, and took off his protective gloves.
Toad opened his leathery palms and shrugged across the table.
‘I’ve had to sack my office staff.’
‘Really? What for?’
‘Why, someone on my team must have been giving you binders with all the wrong information in them. That is, quite simply, the only explanation.’
Weasel could not keep a shocked expression from his face.
‘The… wrong information?’
‘I can see you are shocked,’ said Toad. ‘I was too, when I realised. But, a good Toad will always make amends for his errors.’
Toad gestured towards the Red folders piled on the far end of the conference desk.
‘So, I took it upon myself to photocopy all today’s information personally. You can rest assured that all the facts in those binders, what we pay to the LEAF League and what they give us in return, are identical to the ones in mine.’
‘You…?’ began Weasel, surveying the four, thick binders. ‘You did all that yourself?’
Tarquin Toad the Third looked up at the portrait of his ancestor then leaned his elbows on the desk, steepled his fingers and looked Weasel straight in the eye.
‘My dear old thing, ‘MONEY’ is a bit of a specialism of mine, so it really was no trouble.’
Weasel knew it definitely was.
‘And, besides, I owe it to our voters to make sure this is a fair fight.’
He stood and gestured to the folders.
‘Now, shall we begin?’
IN THE END they had opened the roof. It was either that or wait until all the hundreds of balloons had popped in the heat of the lights.
From his vantage point, pinned to the stage by a large, angry Porcupine, his view had actually been quite spectacular. The two white sections of roof had slowly slid apart right above him, releasing their coloured cargo into the blackness of space.
‘Say hello to the Universe for me!’
Spike would have loved it.
If the security team had let him.
After the arena’s medical staff had cleaned him up Ivan had been allowed to leave. He hadn’t broken any laws, just had a small slip with big consequences. The fact that Spike had given him permission to go on stage, had even helped him up, meant he was pretty much in the clear.
In his dreams he had floated gently through a balloon filled universe with Gemini holding his hand. That was all he could remember, and it had been blissful. He was trying to hold on to that thought now, and keep it front and centre, as he stood on Commander Reynard’s carpet and waited for the wall of silence to end.
‘I’m not sure which is your best look, Fairy,’ said the Commander, eventually.
In the dorms they had a scale to help you work out just how angry the Commander was. Sarcasm was only one step short of pinning you down on all fours and ripping your uniform off with his teeth.
Ivan kept his eyes pointing at the black spot on the wall.
‘Is it the one where you are standing alone on stage in your Army gym kit, or do you prefer your stoic expression in the one where the Porcupine is being hauled off you?’
Wisely, Ivan gambled that he wasn’t being asked for a comment.
‘What I don’t understand,’ continued Reynard, ‘what I am desperately keen to have illuminated for me, is quite what logical sequence of ideas led to the pictures of one of my operatives, one of my top secret operatives, being splashed all over social media while he was supposed to be undertaking covert surveillance!’
Ivan had to conclude that, on balance, the wall of silence hadn’t been that bad. The sound of the Commander’s voice filled his head, but it was starting to blur, like a muffled soundtrack playing through someone else’s headphones. He kept his eyes on the black spot and, to shut out the freezing touch of imaginary snowflakes from the Far Northern Forest, he mentally ran a slow and careful inventory of his physical condition.
Foot, left: still clubbed, but otherwise in normal condition; callipers still functioning as expected.
Foot, right: deep pad lacerations from glass shards; needs a fresh bandage but feels better than yesterday.
Paw, left: small but throbbing pain from puncture wound; might need investigating – maybe part of badge broken off?
Paw, right: significant cuts, feels cold; fingers movable, just, but not currently useable; bandage needs renewing.
Face, general: significant rash of pock marks from Porcupine spikes; seven puncture wounds, already scabbed over and healing; jaw stiff from being sat on.
Eyes, left: swollen, half-closed, possibly from banging head on doorway of Rabbit/Skunk film. Not sure. Needs more ice.
Eyes, right: perfect.
Heart: broken…
Heart: broken…
Heart: broken…
Although it was just above a whisper, the Commander’s voice slammed back into focus, from a distance of three inches to the right of Ivan’s ear.
‘Is that understood? Have I made myself crystal clear on the consequences of failure?’
Ivan spooled back through the fuzzy soundtrack of the Commander’s last monologue, but couldn’t nail any of it down.
Heart: broken…
He became aware that the Commander was trying to put something in Ivan’s left paw. It was a folder of some sort. He risked moving his gaze from the black spot to get a better grip of the folder, and pinned it to his chest with his bandaged paw.
‘Sir, yes sir!’ said Ivan, hopeless and bereft. Not sure what he was agreeing to. Not caring what ultimatum the Commander was ushering him towards.
Heart: broken…
Keeping the folder tightly pinned he turned and saluted as best as he could manage, almost enjoying the pain it gave him, because it took his mind off the real pain. The Commander did not acknowledge the salute. He was already back at his desk, swiping on his tablet.
Ivan slowly limped back to the dormitory, fell back on his lonely bunk and opened the folder. A single sheet of paper fell out. It read:
Jay J Cottontail
In custody
24 hours
There was nothing else: no intelligence, no photographs, no leads. He didn’t need to have the ‘consequences of failure’ laid out for him. If he failed then he would be sent to the Far Northern Forest for sure, and then he would never see Gemini again.
He needed a plan, and fast!
WE TOOK OVER one wall of the basement for recording the evidence. It turned out that Dug was a little genius at following Money, and in no time he had pinned up a ring of Foxes who had got rich with the help of some shady Vulpine deals.
‘But every dirty banknote needs to get cleaned up,’ he said, and he set about making two new networks on the wall.
‘So, we have Shell Companies over here, doing their usual shady business. Then over here we have Foxes buying property, for cash, all over the place. I’d say there is about an eighty twenty split in favour of the shell companies, but even twenty per cent of a warehouse full of cash is still a big shed-load!’
It was hard not to smile at Dug’s total enthusiasm for his work. I’m telling you, it felt great to have him back like that, just like the old times, when he used to come home from work and we’d hide ourselves away in the bedroom, and he’d teach me his coding secrets and how to track down baddies. Only now we were doing it for real.
It struck me he might even be able to help with something else I had carried around with me for a few months. It was an old itch that I really needed to scratch, the sort of itch that might have lead a careless Rabbit to set off big alarms and become an Enemy of the State. Did Dug have the answer? I decided to try him out.
‘And, these property deals, where are they mostly concentrated?’
‘You, Miss Cottontail, have hit upon my specialist subject there,’ he said with a flourish, and did a little excited shuffle. His delight was infectious, and almost made me forget for a moment just how big the wall of terror was that we were rubbing up against.
‘There have been massive one-off property deals pretty much all over the place: vineyards; sports venues; whole Estates even. But then you come down to the second tier of cash purchases: mansions. That is when a pattern starts to emerge because there are more of them, and Wild Wood is most definitely a major player there.’
‘I knew it!’ I said. ‘And is that why you disappeared?’
He shrugged, casually.
‘That and Hornworm. I like my insides on the inside,’ he said. ‘There’s some nasty creatures out there who just don’t like it when you dig around…’
That sounded familiar! Like brother, like sister.
When Dug had gone missing I’d done some digging of my own, trying to follow his tracks. I’d found traces of his investigation into that money launderette that ran through Wild Wood mansion deals. He must have seen just how much Fox money was rinsed clean that way. But how deep had his investigation burrowed? I had to find out.
‘And, for bonus points,’ I asked, ‘have you got any names for who in Wild Wood has been helping that to happen?’
The list of Toads he came up with ran right through the heart of Toad Hall. At least that explained why he felt he had to go into hiding, and why they came on so heavy when they caught me snooping around.
I stared at the names, memorising the ones I didn’t already know. I figured that maybe, one day, when I felt safe enough, they should feature in one of my blog reports.
We stood side by side, studying the patterns and shapes that Dug had woven onto the wall. The faces of politicians, business leaders, financiers and organised criminals stared back at us blankly: the movers and shakers who Vulpine had dealt with, going back years, helping to keep his small group of Foxes in the global ‘super rich’ bracket.
‘It’s dirty, isn’t it?’ I said.
‘Filthy,’ replied Dug. ‘Still, it’s been around for, like, forever, so I don’t suppose we’ll be the ones to see them off.’
I shrugged and punched him playfully on the arm. ‘That’s pretty good work though, for a run-away agent! Now budge over and let me add a few nuggets.’
It was Dug’s turn to watch the web of ribbons evolve on the wall. Spearing horizontally out of Vulpine’s left ear I pinned a new ribbon and led it to a label called ‘Influence’. I’d made neat piles of labels and photographs on the desktop to my right, with spools of coloured ribbons, a pair of scissors and a dish of drawing pins.
Confession Number Six: I could lose days in a stationery shop.
‘You’ve done this before!’ said Dug, admiringly. ‘I knew we were right to bring you in on this.’
I closed my eyes and held on to that moment. A compliment from Dug was a rare thing. But, time was against us, so I couldn’t dwell on his words. I tucked them away and hoped we could work our way through the Hornworm business to a safe place, some time in the future, when I could unpack that moment again and enjoy it.
In the basement I picked up a label marked ‘Social Media’.
‘So, first up: we know the Foxes have a big factory of fake accounts astroturfing their way across various news stories. They also fund Think Tanks…’ On the wall I pinned a neat list with twenty names on it. ‘These are, I think, most of them, but you could waste your life tracking down all of them. Then there are the Academic influencers…’ I unrolled a small map of the world and pinned it up. It already had yellow dots stuck to it, with neat labels naming Universities, Professorships, Chairs, Study Programmes and more. Full disclosure: I do love a label. Dug came closer to take a look.
‘And you did all this just now?’ he asked, impressed.
My blog is full of all this stuff, and I know he must have read it, or why else would he have called me in? I could get used to this new, friendlier Dug.
‘Well, it didn’t need much digging,’ I said. ‘And anyway, it’s nothing new. The Dogs are even worse for it, let’s face it.’
I added a picture from a Dog site: some old timers crowding a grocery store. He took a closer look at the label that said ‘Sleeper Papers’ and shook his head, wide eyed and grinning.
‘Fair play to you, spotting that Fox link. It was one of Tony’s big finds,’ he said. ‘It’s the absolute definition of a long game. One crafty weapon to keep in your armoury.’
The mention of weapons brought our mood down a little. We were all too aware that weapons didn’t need bullets any more. They came in new disguises: a newspaper; a Friend Request; a door knob.
Building Vulpine’s network was fun, truly, but we couldn’t afford to lose track of time in the weaving of ribbons, linking Vulpine to a powerful global network of money and influence. He was no different to any other player on the global stage since the beginning of time. History was just a simple record of who pulled which power levers, and who else realised too late.
The trouble was, Hornworm still seemed to be lurking out of sight, on the edge of History somewhere, ready to play. Dug had picked up on it. So had Tony. Things hadn’t gone well for either of them. Whoever or whatever Hornworm was, it was tied up with Vulpine, and it didn’t sound good.
We turned to the ribbons on the wall and looked again for where Hornworm might be lurking.
‘IF YOU HAVE six hours to find a truffle in the woods, spend the first five looking for a truffle hog.’
Ivan’s copy of Play to Win had been read so many times that it was beginning to fall apart. Much like his military career. But Uncle Vulpine must have known what he was doing when he gave a copy to each new recruit. There were pearls of wisdom in there for every occasion, and something about the truffle hog pulled Ivan out of his looming Black Dog of a mood.
‘If I am looking for Jay J Cottontail,’ he said to himself, ‘then who is my truffle hog?’
Put like that the problem already seemed just a little closer to being solved. He sat up in his bunk and tried to think like a proper agent.
The file he had been handed was slim. Ivan double checked on the floor to see if any papers had dropped out.
‘Ok,’ he reasoned, then added optimistically, ‘sometimes it’s good to start with a blank piece of paper.’
He lay back down and tried to conjure up what he knew about Cottontail, beyond the fact that she didn’t respond to friend requests. For a start, Oak Leaf had contacted her about ‘Hornworm’, so she must be in the loop, somehow. She had close contact with the Manager, Melody Higgins, and yet she wasn’t on the books at Service HQ. Did that mean she was underground? Was she a really secret agent?
Ivan started to feel excited. Was he actually working things out, like a proper spy?
‘So,’ he said to the wooden slats of the empty bunk above his head, ‘she’s still in the city, somewhere, because she’s been sniffing around with Higgins, but she’s not official or we’d see her on the staff role, and we’d pick her up on the spy chairs.’ He got up and started to prowl around the dorm, barely noticing the pain in his foot any more.
‘What I need to do is get inside her head. What is it like being an underground, top secret agent?’
‘Walk a mile in her shoes.’ That was the advice Ivan the Whys offered him. Well, the very thought of putting his battered feet into unfamiliar shoes gave him shivers, and anyway, it just wasn’t practical to get them back to her afterwards, from a mile away. No, this one was going to have to be solved by Ivan the
Fairy.
‘Where would I go, if I was a top secret agent?’
The thought ran around his cavernous mind like an imposter, and other thoughts shifted in the shadows and taunted it:
- you’ll never be a top secret agent…
- you’re fooling no one…
- wet-the-den…
- Vixen’s boy…
- big foot…
And then a beautiful, white boot stamped in the centre of his mind, and all the cruel shadows shrank away.
‘Where would you go,’ said Gemini softly, ‘if you were a top secret agent?’
In the soothing light that glowed from Gemini he pictured himself standing on the street outside the Wild Wood Security Service HQ. He had just been promoted to ‘Top Secret’ Agent. He couldn’t go to the office any more. He needed to find a place to lie low, to disappear. A place where no one would ask questions. But close enough to make secret meetings with his boss…
With a renewed sense of confidence pumping through his veins, he headed to the Library and burst, confidently, through the double doors.
The librarian slowly looked up from his ledger and raised an eyebrow. Recoiling with shame and guilt, Ivan stared back at the double doors as if to say, ‘Was that really me?’
‘You bet your sweet tail it was you!’ said Gemini in his head.
Emboldened by her words he limped up to the counter and said to the librarian in a clear, loud voice,
‘I need a map! A map of this city!’
In the air between the two animals an epic battle played out, of wills and Power, caught in the beams of their eyes. Ivan held the other creature’s gaze and felt a confidence he had never known before. For the first time in his life he was NOT GOING TO BACK DOWN FIRST.
‘That’s my Scoots!’ said Gemini.
‘It’s Ivan! MY NAME IS IVAN!’
The librarian blinked first. He had never been shouted at before. Not in his own domain, and certainly not by such a battle-hardened looking recruit as the one before him now. With his tail tucked dutifully between his legs he came out from behind the counter, cowered carefully around the new Alpha Fox, and led him to the dimly lit side-room where, beyond the locked door, he led Ivan to a padded seat, handed him a touch-screen tablet and fired up the projector.
‘Will there be anything else?’ he asked, obsequiously.
But Ivan was already tapping away with his one, relatively good paw.
The librarian retreated and closed the door quietly as he left.




Chapter Nineteen

 
’I DON’T MIND telling you, princess, I thought my goose was cooked!’
Stoat, who was tucking into his third croissant of the morning, sat back in his chair, put his feet up on the new red ‘MONEY’ binders and took a large glug of coffee.
‘It sounds like he doesn’t have a clue,’ he said.
‘Yes, and on top of that, because he’s sacked his staff he’ll have less time to campaign. Fan-bloomin’-tastic!’
Weasel waved his coffee cup in the direction of the bar.
‘Me too please, Jeff,’ called Stoat cheerfully.
‘Now, just let me send a Crypto to Vulpine and then we can plan our day,’ said Weasel, whipping out his phone and typing a one fingered message. ‘In fact, why don’t you run those binders over to Pincer A-sap then the rest of the day is our own?’
Energized by the thought of seeing Pincer again Stoat leapt to his feet and gathered up the binders. Immediately, a posse of journalists stirred and lenses started to focus. It was the last day of campaigning which also meant it was the last day when they could report on it before the media blackout. The pack was hungry for scraps.
The first snap of a shutter jolted Weasel away from composing his message. He looked around and took in the scene as if in slow motion: Stoat, the second in command of the Leave campaign, was carrying the coloured binders that the press now recognised as being from Toad Hall, and they were hungry for a story. Instantly Weasel realised that Stoat mustn’t be allowed to leave The Stump with those binders. Someone would surely follow him and then who knows what conclusions would be drawn, once the colourful clientele of Tufty Tail Street were brought into the mix?
‘No rush, eh, Stoatey?’ he said, as calmly as he could. ‘Stay for your coffee first.’ He wiggled his eyebrows ferociously, taking care to keep his back to the room of assembled journalists.
Stoat was not known for being quick on the uptake but he had seen Weasel’s eyebrow manoeuvre before and was at least smart enough to know it meant: act first, ask questions quietly later. He sat back down again, hugging the folders, and Weasel finished his message to Vulpine and hit ‘SEND’.
The two creatures then looked at each other silently, one frantically working out a new plan, the other patiently waiting for his coffee and to be told what to do next.
‘Rats!’ said Weasel under his breath.
Stoat looked around but couldn’t see any.
‘Stone the crows! This is a problem I hadn’t seen coming.’
Stoat maintained a blank expression, mainly because that was what best represented was in his head.
‘What we need,’ continued Weasel, ‘is a cunning way to get those binders to Pincer without the Press Pack spotting us.’
‘Oh,’ said Stoat. ‘Oh, I see.’ And he did. Just. Sort of.
The ‘ping’ from Weasel’s hand almost made him drop the phone. It was CryptoChat, which he knew was likely to mean only one thing. Or, to be precise, one Fox.
The message read:
‘A journalist from NFN will shortly ask you for an interview. You will accept, and you will also agree to let her young gofer clear away your rubbish for you.’
That was it.
Weasel turned to show the message to Stoat.
And then she came.
The interview was a big success. The journalist asked questions that even Stoat could have tapped into an open net. Weasel, who had quite a knack with cameras, was dynamite. And in the background a young Fox tidied up the buffet breakfast, consolidating all the pastries onto one big plate and chucking everything else into black bin liners, which he then took out through the back door to the bins.
He did not return.
Twenty minutes later, in an anonymous looking fourth floor office in Tufty Tail Street, Selina and Bernie and the rest of Pincer’s crew were crowding around the red binders and starting to build the day’s propaganda.
PINCH AND ZOOM.
Pinch and zoom.
Ivan had spent an hour scouring the city map for a place where he might consider laying low, if he was a ‘Top Secret’ Agent. It wasn’t obvious. There were the high-end areas where only the occasional busy body knew their neighbours; the anonymous suburbs; the trendy new docklands. So many places to hide.
In the end he went back to the words of Ivan the Whys. He stopped looking for his truffle and looked, instead, for a truffle hog. Who would be good at finding someone who was hiding?
That made the search simpler. Not the rich busy body, nor a nine-to-fiver, nor even a yuppie. No. To find someone who is hiding you need to have good hiding skills yourself. That meant animals who wanted to stay below the radar, and that meant petty criminals.
Now the map was easier to read! Where do the small timers hang out? Where are the streets not safe to walk down unless you are in the know? Where can you rely on no one asking questions or poking their nose into your business?
One place on the map, ahead of all the others, drew his attention as an ideal home for the truffle hogs he sought. It was down river, beyond the old docks, a place of high unemployment and low investment. No wonder the locals called it The Ends.
Later, as he limped along the river bank and turned to follow a tributary south he was struck by how empty the streets were. Was everyone in hiding? At least it reassured him that he was in a good place to find his hog.
He walked for as long as his feet would let him, hoping to somehow bump into an animal who was that perfect combination of helpful-to-strangers and happy-to-stab-a-neighbour-in-the-back. When he put it like that he realised the sheer scale of the problem he faced. It was going to require him to dust off a weapon he seldom used but that should have been his birth right: cunning.
He took his tired feet across a small garden square and headed for the local café. It would give him a chance to put his feet up and also to pick up on the jungle drums in the heart of The Ends.
‘Do you do milk?’ he asked the grey haired Otter behind the counter.
She smiled at him, and gave an approving nod to his swollen eye.
‘Let me guess. Walked into a door?’
‘Well…’ he began, wondering how she had known.
‘Don’t worry, Mr Fox. I don’t need to know. Milk, was it? Hot or cold?’
‘Er, cold, please… and thank you,’ he said. Then he remembered the stiffness in his jaw and added, ‘And a straw, if you have one.’
The Otter smiled at him again and said, ‘I’ll bring it over. You look like you could do with a sit down.’
Ivan found a table in the middle of the room, from where he would be able to eavesdrop on every table in the place. He sat so that he had a clear view of the door and out through the window to the street. This was, to his mind, a much better idea. Rather than roaming the deserted streets looking for his truffle hog, he would wait until the hog came to him.
The plan, so wonderful in its simplicity, took a long time to reveal its main flaw to Ivan. He had clearly miscalculated the local appetite for coffee and snacks, and misunderstood the role of the café in Wild Wood urban culture. Although the décor seemed neat and clean, and the counter well stocked with food, the café showed no apparent means of upkeep. In the hour that he had been sitting there he had only seen one other customer come in, and they had taken a single coffee to go.
He helped pass the time by conjuring up Gemini in his mind. He had liked the way she had complimented him in the library, and he could hear her voice again in the midst of the café, marvelling at the wounds he carried so bravely, like a big Daddy Fox.
And then a new realisation hit him.
Maybe he wasn’t really as undercover as he thought! Perhaps word had got out that a fierce, brave Fox had moseyed into town and was holed up in the local café, and all the petty criminals, the truffle hogs he needed, were too afraid to come close.
Yes, by Gemini, that sounds about right! he told himself. How could he have been so blind? Of
course he was scaring the locals away! He must appear far out of their league. A new plan was needed, but Reynard’s clock was ticking.
Think…
Think…
Think…
MEL CAME HOME for lunch and found us staring at a wall full of ribbons, but still no closer to finding Hornworm.
‘Right,’ she announced, ‘the kettle’s going on. I’ll see you both in the kitchen.’
We traipsed upstairs and bathed in the natural light coming through the windows.
‘Ok, Cottontail Minor,’ Mel began, ‘you are a bright young Rabbit. Imagine you are Vulpine for a moment. What is the biggest goal you could give yourself?’
Now I’m not great at History, but I do know enough about the Second Orchid War to know that the Rats tried to take over The Valley. They would have succeeded too, if the Dogs and Foxes hadn’t come to the rescue. Yet somehow, in the Peace that followed, the Dogs managed to take all the glory and the Foxes got shut out.
Fast forward to today, and The Valley is peaceful and prosperous again. Rats are our friends, along with all the other animals of the LEAF League. We get on well with the Dogs too, but somehow the Foxes are still kept out. You can almost feel them, skulking in the Forests on the fringes of The Valley, watching the rest of us partying around the camp fire.
I cupped my mug in two small paws and stared into the rising steam like it was a crystal ball. I tried to imagine what it must be like for Vulpine, watching from the shadows. Eventually, an obvious idea came to me.
‘He’s jealous, isn’t he? Probably even annoyed at being left out.’
Mel gave a small, approving nod.
‘OK, that’s not a bad place to start. So, if you had his money and influence, what would your next step be?’
I took a sip and kept the mug up by my nose, the steam rising through my whiskers. Already, with Mel’s help, the mist was starting to clear. The answer, when it came to me, stopped me in my tracks.
‘He’s planning a new war, isn’t he?’
Mel’s smile was, I felt, a little condescending, if I’m being honest.
‘Too old school,’ she said. ‘The Valley has one of the richest markets around, and it is right on Vulpine’s doorstep. Why destroy it?’
I guess she had a point.
Mel dropped her chin and scrutinised me patiently over her half-moon specs.
‘Want another go?’ she asked.
I shuffled back in my seat, put my mug down, and tried again.
‘So I have everything Vulpine has?’
Mel nodded.
‘And I resent the LEAF League. I’m jealous, annoyed, whatever.’
I slumped my chin in a cupped paw, chewed on the end of an ear and tried to get inside Vulpine’s mind. I was still thinking hard when Dug stepped in and took up the baton.
‘So,’ he said, ‘if he doesn’t want to destroy The Valley market then maybe he wants in!’
‘And with that the old agent returns!’ said Mel.
‘But,’ said Dug, ignoring Mel’s sarcasm and strolling through the gears, ‘before he can work his way in he has to break up the LEAF League.’ I heard again the old familiar sound of his foot tapping loudly on the floor. He was on a roll!
‘Of course,’ said Mel. ‘Can’t get a seat at the top table with all those cosy LEAF League alliances in the way.’
Dug nodded, and rubbed his ears in excitement.
My paws hit the table. I jumped to my feet and turned a restless circle. New ideas were rioting around in my mind. I thought back to the network of ribbons downstairs.
‘He’s certainly got all the power levers he would need to break up the LEAF League,’ I said.
Dug and I looked at each other. Mel’s destination was coming in to focus for both of her Rabbit pupils.
‘If this is the right path,’ Dug said, ‘then we should be looking for a pattern in Vulpine’s digital paw prints around any election that led to an anti-LEAF League candidate getting in.’
By this time Mel had left us to it and was up at the sink washing her mug. I collected the other two and joined her.
‘Can I help?’ I asked, reaching for the tea towel.
‘Of course,’ she replied, plunging the mugs into the hot, soapy water. ‘Look for spikes in Fox activity around elections.’
I blinked twice, rapidly. I knew I was being teased, but I figured she had earned the right. I just smoothed the tea towel back onto the radiator and said,
‘We’d best crack on then.’
‘‘We’?’ asked Mel, turning to inspect the kitchen table over her half-moon spectacles.
Dug’s chair was already empty.
BY LUNCH TIME Ivan’s hunt for a truffle hog was struggling. He had given up on the café and spent an hour underneath the bridge, watching the river go by and waiting to catch any unsuspecting shady character who might have the misfortune to cross his path. He reasoned that if the locals really were afraid of him then there was no harm in using that to his advantage, if he could only catch one. However, try as he might he just couldn’t find a place where a careless minnow might swim close enough for him to pounce.
He sat with his back up against the damp brick of the bridge. Inspiration had left him. So had the thrill of the chase. And, even though he scoured all the shadows of his mind, Gemini too was nowhere to be seen. It was time, he realised, to give up on Ivan the Whys’ truffle hog and head straight for the main prize.
But how?
And who really was that particular prize? Cottontail? Or Gemini?
He picked up a pebble and threw it, disconsolately, into the slow moving tributary. An Otter popped its head up out of the oily black water and threw the pebble back. With great accuracy.
Pinching the bridge of his nose with his unbandaged paw, Ivan leant forward and waited for the blood to stop flowing. At least it gave him time to take stock. The morning had grown old, Reynard’s clock was marching on, and all Ivan had managed to do with his first few hours on the case was to get a nose bleed from an angry Otter.
Shame it hadn’t been that nice Otter in the café, he thought, then felt guilty because he hadn’t meant that he had wanted to throw a stone at her, only that she had looked too kind to throw it back. Still, the thought of that kindly Otter, and of a cool glass of milk in a warm café, cheered him slightly, so with a big effort he got himself upright again and limped back to the café by the garden square.
‘Milk again is it?’ asked the Otter behind the counter.
Ivan nodded. ‘Yed plead,’ he said, ‘and a draw too, plead.’
The Otter considered the fresh damage to his face.
‘You certainly live in a place with a lot of doors,’ she said, in a sympathetic tone.
Ivan asked for directions to the toilets so he could clean himself up. His nosebleed had been quite insistent. The cool of the mirror up against the bridge of his nose gave him welcome relief, and after a minute or two he had managed to clean the dried blood out of his fur.
Small cards inserted into the sides of the mirror caught his eye. They came in a variety of colours and had images that very clearly, one might even say ‘explicitly’, defined the personal services on offer for a price. They gave the newly spruced up Ivan another new idea.
‘I need help,’ he said to the Otter when she came to deliver his milk.
‘Don’t we all, my dear,’ she said, with a sparkle in her eye.
‘I saw all the… er… adverts… on the mirror back there, but they didn’t have what I want.’
‘Well,’ said the Otter, ‘most things can be got around here, for a price.’
‘It’s not like that,’ he said, blushing under his deep orange fur. ‘It’s… well, it’s just my phone. I’ve… lost it.’
The Otter looked him up and down thoughtfully.
‘Was it a ‘door’ that took it?’
‘Something like that,’ Ivan said. He was glad that she seemed to understand, without him having to provide many details. ‘Details’ were usually where all his attempted lies fell down.
‘So…what? You need a new one?’
‘Yeah. You know anyone?’
This was his chance. Be bold, be nonchalant.
‘I heard there was a Rabbit around here. Knows a thing or two about phones. Thought she might be able to help me out. Get me something ‘special’, something I can’t lose, if you know what I mean.’
He tapped the side of his nose with his paw, although in reality that meant hitting his pebble-bruised nose with a large bandaged club.
‘Easy there, stranger. You don’t want to go opening up that nose of yours again,’ said the Otter, placing a small wad of tissues in front of him.
She looked him up and down again, as if weighing him up, and eventually came to a conclusion.
‘Sure, I know where you can get what you are looking for.’
He tried to be cool, looking up slowly from his glass of milk.
‘Is it far? I… I need to get back soon,’ he lied. He wanted to play on the obvious sympathy that the Otter was developing for him. A wounded Fox, far from home, without a phone. Surely she’d want to see him right and send him off safely way before the sun sank and the river mist rose, wouldn’t she?
‘You’ve done a fair amount of walking around here today,’ she said. ‘You remember a place called ‘Traitor’s Walk’?’
He did. A name like that was bound to stick in his memory. It was down by the tributary, connecting the rear courtyards of a row of lock-ups a short walk up from the bridge.
‘Well,’ she said, moving in close and lowering her voice. ‘I reckon if you get yourself over there now you’ll find just what you are looking for.’
Ivan couldn’t keep the smile from his wounded face.
‘Really? Traitor’s Walk? Just like that?’ He wasn’t sure whether to thank his lucky stars or curse his luck for not trying that plan earlier.
‘Sure,’ she said, in kindly tones. ‘If you go now you should be just in time.’




Chapter Twenty

 
WHEN WE JOINED the ribbons the trail went back two years further than Vulpine’s own first election victory.
‘Do you know what the editors on the big sites would say?’ I asked.
Dug shrugged. News wasn’t really his thing, but me? I was back in my element, crackling with energy from my shiny nose to the tip of my tail.
‘They’d say that’s one hell of a conspiracy theory.’
We ran the full list of elections, everywhere in the world, and put it next to a timeline of Fox action. Sure enough, whenever there was a big spike in Fox activity online, it always happened to fall in the run up to an election.
‘Nice,’ said Dug approvingly, admiring the pattern the two entwining timelines made.
He was right. It was nice. It seemed to promise order out of chaos. But I’ve got a cynical side.
‘Don’t get all duck-rabbit on me, Dug. How do we nail it down, one way or the other?’
It’s tempting, but in the end it’s no good just seeing what you want to see.
‘Let’s run it for Dogs too then,’ he said.
Not a bad call. Dogs were big players on the world stage, and they were known to throw their weight around in shady corners. We ran their background activity and put that next to the Election list.
‘So the Foxes aren’t the only ones at it,’ said Dug. The Dog’s spikes lined up beautifully too.
We sat on the floor, stiff and exhausted by our efforts, and looked at the fruits of our day’s work so far. We had Vulpine’s power network. We had circumstantial evidence of him swaying democratic votes, supporting candidates in favour of ripping up old trade alliances. On its own it would already make a great story, if I ever lived to tell it.
But there was still one thing missing…
THE EMPTY SHADOWS down under the bridge, where he had spent so much of the morning, held no fear for Ivan. He was a Fox about to complete his mission.
He limped and shuffled his way along the riverbank as fast as he could, keeping his eyes focused on the lock-ups ahead. His plan was simple. A Fox, even a wounded and bandaged one, should be able to overpower a Rabbit. His best remaining weapon was his teeth, so he planned to wait until the unsuspecting Rabbit was about to hand over the phone, then pull her towards him, grab the back of her neck in his jaws and scarper with her as fast as his legs would carry him.
He rounded the corner of the lock-ups and made for the entrance to Traitor’s Walk. The alley was an obstacle course of bins, boxes and a dead pin-ball machine on its side. Trying to give the impression of confidence he stepped into the alley and the shadows engulfed him.
It seemed empty. Even the shadows had a vacant feel to them. Had he arrived too late? Had the Otter given him wrong instructions? He paused a while to consider his options.
He scanned his surroundings, and with that his hopes flagged. He was alone, with nothing but rubbish and a broken arcade machine for company.
‘Drat!’ he exclaimed. ‘Drat and… and… and Pish!’
A CRASH FROM high up in the wall made us jump. The doors to the coal chute opened, and a shaft of light shone down into our basement making the dust shimmer. A head appeared through the opening.
‘Just a little heads up,’ said an upside-down Otter’s face.
‘Mother? Really?’
‘Hi there Jay,’ said Mother cheerfully. ‘Can’t stop, but I thought you might like to know there’s a Fox been sniffing around back home looking for you.’
‘How did you find me here?’ So much about what just happened didn’t make sense to me. By the look on his face, none of it made sense to Dug either.
‘Don’t look so surprised. You know I’m good at finding folks,’ she said.
She told me about the Fox who’d been looking for me back home. I have to tell you, it was a real jolt to think a Fox had actually been sitting in Chandler’s. It meant they were right on my tail now.
‘Don’t you worry though. It’s all under control. I just thought you’d like to know.’
And with that she left, as quickly as she had come, leaving a shaft of dusty light shining through the open coal doors. All that remained was her voice trailing away across the garden.
‘He’s not in my league,’ she sang cheerfully. ‘He’s not in my league. We have eyes all around you, he’s not in my league...’
THE HORN FROM a passing water taxi woke Ivan up. The sun, high in the sky, shone through the clouds on both his unfamiliar park bench and the wide river, while the financial buildings opposite flashed red from their tops to warn wayward aircraft.
Ivan tried to sit up, but something around his midriff hurt and told him he might be better lying down for a bit longer, so he did. He stared at the clouds high above him, and very slowly began to piece together what he could remember of his brief time in Traitor’s Walk.
There had been a voice: not gruff, more high pitched, even effeminate. It had come from behind him. He could picture the paw, in a fist, aiming for his stomach as he turned. Not a Rabbit. Too big even for a Hare. But the same sort of shape in the shadows. The first blow had taken the wind out of him. The second lost him three of his teeth. There may have been more but his mind was blank from the moment his molars left his mouth.




Chapter Twenty-One

 
‘THERE’S STILL SOMEONE missing!’ Dug said, in a frustrated voice.
Clearly I thought the poor boy was going mad.
‘Well, Hornworm, obviously!’ I said.
Dug did have a fair point. We had Vulpine’s network pretty much mapped out. Ribbons and pictures showed a wide, powerful network, more than capable of rigging the odd election or swinging a trade deal.
But none of that was enough to nearly get Mole killed.
The real deadly force was Hornworm, and that was still nowhere to be seen.
‘Yeah, but apart from that…’
We stared hard at the ribbon network. Vulpine had history with all the biggest players on the world stage. An election here, a trade deal there. His modus operandi was pretty clear. But there was one big absentee. And I had just realised who it was…
‘You are right, though. There is someone missing.’
He looked at me with an expression I don’t think I saw in all the time we were growing up together. I wasn’t just a handy head to sit on when his bottom burps were ripening anymore. I was an equal partner. Shame it had taken us both being on a Fox hit list to get there, but hey, whatever works.
I told him what was on my mind.
‘Who has the fastest growing economy and is set to knock the Dogs off top spot?’
Put that way it was bizarre that we hadn’t noticed their absence sooner. Especially since the Far Eastern plains of the Fox territory were right next door.
‘Tigers!’ said Dug, with dawning realisation. ‘There is nothing here about Tigers!’
At that moment Mel’s feet appeared at the top of the steps in a shaft of afternoon light coming from the hallway.
‘I’m just off back to work now. I’ll see you two later. Call me if there is anything you need.’ She waved an old, push-button mobile phone around her ankles and placed it on the top step, where it sat like the brick it was. ‘Mine is the only number in it, and it’s too old to be traceable.’
‘A NEW HOSPITAL?’ ventured Stoat.
Twenty minutes earlier, Weasel and Stoat had been in The Stump trying to work out how to get an angle on the day’s campaign topic: the money Wild Wood currently sent to the LEAF League.
‘Of course,’ said Stoat, who knew about very few things, but who could justifiably claim a certain expertise in finance, ‘we have to factor in the money they give back to us first.’
Weasel was about to interrupt him, but Stoat held up a paw, whipped out his phone and rifled through the figures he had jotted down from the binders before they had been ‘tidied away’.
‘That’s… just a minute…’ he said, tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth. ‘Er… taking into account the um…, yes, and of course there’s… oh.’
He stopped tapping on his phone and looked, crestfallen, at the screen.
He hit ‘clear’ and ran the numbers again. Weasel folded his arms and sat back, patiently, grinning.
‘No. no… still not quite… um…,’ said Stoat, looking at the number on the screen. Weasel put a paw over Stoat’s phone and gently slid it away.
‘Numbers, schmumbers,’ he said. ‘Let’s just focus on the outgoings, shall we?’
‘But… ,’ started Stoat.
‘Now I won’t hear another word on the subject,’ said Weasel genially. ‘We only have a day. Let’s not weigh anyone down with boring calculations.’
Stoat found himself at a crossroads. He had to make a decision between the Weasel he followed like an Alpha, and his love of financial calculations. Put like that, his choice was easy.
‘Ok,’ he said. ‘Just the outgoings.’
‘That’s the spirit,’ said Weasel, and he handed Stoat his phone back. ‘So, let’s get back to the list.’
Stoat picked up a pencil and they leaned in together over a blank piece of paper. He wrote down what they had so far: ‘Schools’ and ‘Army’. He sucked the end of his pencil, and Weasel cocked his head at the list, such as it was, willing it to be more… media friendly.
‘If I had to choose,’ he said, ‘I’d lead with the Army. It’s still not quite… I don’t know… it doesn’t quite…’
He couldn’t pin it down, but when he thought of going in to battle on the last day of campaigning he wanted something he could really get his teeth into, and telling folks they could spend the money they saved on building a bigger army, well it just didn’t seem to ring the right bells.
The following ten minutes had been a study in frustrated thought. They paced, prowled, lay down, stood up… all the while trying to pin down an angle that would play well on TV.
‘I’ve got it!’ said Weasel, in a moment of epiphany.
Stoat swivelled his head from the croissant he had been munching to help him think.
‘Hmm?’
‘The Army doesn’t get everyone’s blood racing, I know, and schools…? Well, they’re a mixed bag. But ‘Death’? Now that’s something everyone can get their head around.’
‘Er… ‘Death’?’ said Stoat, showing his characteristic speed on the uptake (that speed being ‘glacial’).
‘Sure. The Grim Reaper comes for us all,’ said Weasel. ‘And even though most of us intend to be somewhere else when he does, he will find us, eventually.’
‘And this helps us how?’
‘Well, where do you go to cheat Death?’
The penny in Stoat’s brain showed a particular lack of urgency to drop normally reserved for coins in a penny-falls arcade. He gave Weasel a blank stare and a shake of his head.
‘We go to the hospital, of course,’ said Weasel, with a smug grin, knowing he had just found the perfect way in to the day’s news cycle. ‘So, we just need to link healthcare to the money we send to the LEAF League, and Bob’s your uncle.’
They were both on their feet now, pacing around the Snug, hunting the perfect link between money and medicine. There had to be something that would play well on the campaign trail…
‘A new hospital?’ ventured Stoat.
‘Not ‘wow!’ enough,’ replied Weasel.
‘A new hospital every month?’
‘Every week!’
With high fives all round Weasel called in the first of the day’s interviewers, and spent the next hour pushing his new line.
‘Now I know I’m not a money expert,’ said Weasel’s honest face on the lunchtime news, ‘but I reckon it’s straightforward enough. The money we hand over to the LEAF League could pay for a new hospital every week, and I know where I would rather see my money spent.’
And so the wheels of news turned…
Once she had gone we set about looking for any links between Vulpine and the Tigers, but we drew a complete blank.
‘That is just really, really odd, isn’t it?’ I asked.
‘Too right,’ said Dug, ‘for a Fox who’s usually boasting about whose table he’s eating at.’
The absence was so obvious once you saw it.
It wasn’t hard to see how busy the Tigers had become in recent years, supplying goods to the Monkeys, building a big dam for the Minks, buying raw materials from the Anteaters. Those Tigers were active everywhere. Even right here in Wild Wood, with the new national computer network that Toad was so proud of.
And yet nothing, not a sniff, about any deals with Foxes.
My whiskers were twitching like crazy!
‘Ok, Dug,’ I said. ‘Strap in. It’s time we did some digging…’
IVAN LAY WEARILY on his bench, eyes closed, and listened as a set of footsteps passed close by him. Another set followed some minutes later, then a third. Shiny leather, clicking heels, a tinkle of metal.
Wait. What?
Ivan looked down at the pavement, where a shiny gold coin had just come to rest. He picked it up with the intention of handing it back to the owner of the heels who had just dropped it, but none of his limbs were ready for co-ordinated action. Instead, he sat with the coin in his unbandaged paw and considered its significance.
Ever the optimist, he took it as an omen.
The morning might have been a disaster, but since that coin had arrived in his paws the afternoon was already on the up. Maybe this was when his fortunes finally turned, when he took on life and won! The voice of Ivan the Whys came drifting into his mind: ‘Through adversity to the stars’.
That’s right!
And who will I find in the stars?
He stared at the coin in his paw but his mind turned to Gemini. Her glowing white body now shone brightly again for him, banishing the shadows.
Tinkle.
A second coin landed at his feet, and bounced up on to his fur.
Is this you, Gemini? Are you looking out for me?
He added the second coin to the first, cupped them between his wounded paws, and shook them so they tinkled. The sound was like magic. He closed his eyes and made a wish.
‘Great Father Fox, let today be a happy day!’ he said.
Tinkle.
The third coin confirmed it for him. Was this the pay-back he had earned by giving his brownie to that artist at Comic Con? Had the Universe really been watching?
The thought put enough spring in his stiff limbs that he was able to get to his feet. At the corner of the street was a coffee stall, and he limped up to it and dropped his coins on the counter.
‘You are new around here.’
The Bobcat barista turned from her till and looked Ivan up and down.
‘And I’m guessing you have felt better.’
Ivan rested his better paw on the counter and tried to smile, but his recent unexpected dental work meant that the effort made him wince.
‘It’s ok,’ said the Bobcat. ‘Don’t try to talk. Let me fix you something to get you going first. You look like you need it.’
Ivan hadn’t realised quite how painful his ribs were. He felt, gingerly, where the Kangaroo had hit him. There seemed to be a gap, or a dent, where there shouldn’t be, and every time he tried to take anything more than a shallow breath a sharp pain told him he shouldn’t.
‘I bet there is a story to tell…’ said the Bobcat, and she left a conversational door open for Ivan to walk through. After the week he was having he didn’t need to be invited twice.
‘There is, there IS!’ he began, but then he stopped himself. ‘Only, I don’t think I can tell you.’
‘Ah, no problem. I’m not going to pry. I see all sorts around here.’
Two minutes later the barista said:
‘So you need to find an Agent who works for Higgins, but you don’t have a lead about where she is?’
Ivan hadn’t meant to tell her everything. There was just something about the way she looked at him, patiently, as if eternity was all the time she had. He had told her every last detail about his week, even the bit about Gemini, and he’d shown her all his wounds. He’d even let her bandage his ribs, and now they felt a little better. He could at least breathe more freely.
He didn’t worry what the Commander would say about him telling his orders to a stranger; he had already made up his mind. He would either go back with Cottontail in custody, in which case all would be forgiven, or he would never go back again.
‘You know what your next move is, right?’ said the barista, cheerfully, as she move across to serve a new customer.
At that moment Ivan had no idea what he would do next. The trail was as cold as the pavement and the clock was ticking.
‘Just head down to HQ. Wait for the Badger to come out and see where she goes.’ She winked at Ivan and flashed him a smile, before turning to make a fresh coffee.
As plans go it was beautifully simple. He could have kissed her. Only he was saving himself…




Chapter Twenty-Two

 
‘BIG COUNTRY DOES Bad Thing’ is not really a story though, eh? It’s more the status quo,’ said Dug. ‘And, it doesn’t seem serious enough to land Mole in hospital.’
We had been piecing together the Tigers’ more recent moves, and two things were obvious. First, they seemed to work with everyone except Foxes; and second, they won most of the government computer contracts around the world. There were whispers that the networks they installed might be used for spying, but no news ever made it beyond small blogs onto the major platforms.
Dug did finally find one Fox link, because that’s what he does best. He traced the funding for a big road project in Fox territory and, via a very odd route, it turned out to be Tiger money all the way. Just very well hidden.
‘So he has been getting a helping hand from the Tigers but just not letting the news get out?’
‘That’s bang on,’ Dug replied.
Tigers were splashing the cash all over the place, but when it came to Fox projects they were being very careful not to be seen. Just as the first scent of something rotten lingered in the air between us (and this time it wasn’t Dug up to his old pungent tricks) the brick rang and Dug answered it.
‘Hi…, yeah…. ok, ok, yeah. Yeah… well… no rush. We’ll see you when you get back… Yes, I’ll tell her. Ok… ok, bye. Bye.’
He took the phone from his ear and stared at it for a while, before working out which button ended the call.
‘Mel,’ said Dug, waggling the brick. ‘Says she’ll get someone to come and fix the chute doors. Oh, and she wants a coffee in half an hour.’
We leaned back on a desk and looked at the ribbon network. Somewhere on the wall before us Hornworm hid, and now it seemed it might also have a Tiger’s stripes.
IVAN PROPPED HIMSELF up on a bench along the river bank, where a broad grass square put sufficient distance between him and the main entrance to the Wild Wood Security Service HQ. It was the second time that week that he had been on the look out for Melody Higgins. At least this time he didn’t have to bother with periscope vision.
He kept his eyes focussed on the double doors, but his mind was tempted to wander. Gemini had spread a carpet of grass and forest flowers in his mind, and she lay there in the warm sun with no other purpose than to be with him. She didn’t need him to say anything, accomplish anything or, in fact, do anything at all. She made no demands. He just had to lie there with her, on the soft forest floor, and breathe in the flowers and her scent…
Tinkle.
He woke with a start to find more money at his feet. Someone was certainly smiling on him today!
He did worry that he might have dropped off, just for a moment, and missed his quarry. That would never do, not now he was so close, so he rubbed his good eye, slapped his good cheek and rearranged himself on the bench. Banishing thoughts of the delightful Gemini from his mind he set his nose back towards the HQ doorway and waited.
The patient Fox always eats, eventually…
AS THE FINAL lunchtime bulletin of the day wrapped up a section on the Referendum, Weasel turned to his campaign team of one and let out a disappointed sigh.
‘Hey, what’s up?’ asked Stoat. ‘You smashed it today!’
It was true. The hospital line had been nice and simple and had been swallowed gratefully by all the channels, but still it left Weasel feeling flat.
‘Oh, I don’t know, princess,’ he said. ‘It just seems too easy. There’s no challenge any more.’
Stoat brought up the latest polls and slid his phone across the table. The difference was now as close as trouser pocket and waistcoat pocket, with the ‘Don’t Knows’ down tying shoelaces. Stoat thought it should have cheered his friend up. It didn’t.
‘Remember when there was more of a thrill to the chase?’ Weasel asked.
‘Aren’t the rising polls thrilling enough for you?’
‘No, they are. They are! Don’t get me wrong,’ said Weasel. ‘It’s just…’
He drained his pint and stared at the bottom of the glass.
‘It’s just, with all this Pincer and Vulpine stuff, I feel like I’m just the eye candy. The real work is being done somewhere else, and call me old fashioned but if we win I want to feel like I’ve played my full part.’
His words sat like deflated balloons on the table between them. Stoat knew it was time to act.
‘Look,’ he said. ‘I’ve been thinking…’
‘Steady there, princess. Can’t expect to have brains and beauty!’ said Weasel. It usually cheered him up to tease Stoat.
But not today.
‘No, listen. I’m serious,’ said Stoat. ‘This whole Pincer thing has got me thinking.’
Weasel had several years’ experience of listening to the product of Stoat’s ‘thinking’. But, in the absence of any other court jester to lighten his mood he cut his old friend some slack.
‘Go on then, princess. What’s on your brain cell?’
‘Well, it’s just that Pincer says ‘Data’ it the new gold, right?’
‘Up to speed at last! Well done that Stoat!’
‘No, listen. I’m serious.’
Weasel put on a more serious expression, but his eyes still sparkled with mischief.
‘Well, I have a load of customers,’ continued Stoat, unperturbed. ‘Why don’t we try to recreate a bit of Pincer magic of our own?’
‘You do know,’ Weasel said, ‘there are Rules about using Private Data.’
Weasel was thinking, longingly, of the forbidden fruit that was the database of all Stoat’s business customers, stored on a computer in his office.
‘Rules? Like what?’ said Stoat.
‘Well, like don’t, if you must know.’
‘Look, this list of names will be exactly the same when we have finished with it. No harm done. We will just do what Pincer does, send a few messages. If folks don’t want to read them that’s up to them.’
‘But we might get caught.’
‘Haven’t we been over this already? It’s like Pincer said, once the result is in the bag then we can deal with any complaints by just batting them away, and telling folks to get over it. If anyone gets serious about punishing us it will be far too late to go back and run the vote again, and the fines would never break the bank anyway.’
Weasel could feel a customary barbed comment rising in his throat, but something made him hold it back. He ran over the idea Stoat had just floated.
‘Do you know what?’ he said. ‘I knew there was a reason I let you be my number two.’
Within ten minutes they were sitting in Stoat’s office, rifling through his list of customers and working out how to do whatever it was Pincer was doing.
They both stared at the screen full of names and numbers, wondering how to weave them into gold. Unfortunately, when it came down to it they were both ‘ideas’ animals. In terms of the ‘grunt’, the actual ‘donkey work’, they always got someone in.
After no more than a minute of staring at the contact list their next move was obvious to both of them. Stoat opened his office door and scanned his assembled workers.
‘Theo,’ he said, calling in the direction of a Hedgehog working at a desk on his own. ‘Would you mind stepping into my office a moment?’
Within fifteen minutes Theo’s nimble fingers had knocked up a passable imitation of Pincer’s set up, based on what Stoat could explain of it, and with the proviso to forget everything he heard once he had finished. The end product was like a crayon drawing of the real thing, but to Weasel and Stoat it looked like a masterpiece.
‘Now,’ said Weasel, rubbing his paws together. ‘What shall we send?’
The shadow of the HQ building had covered his bench by early evening and still Higgins had not emerged. He got up to stretch his stiff limbs, and tipped the growing collection of coins into a zipped pocket, safe and sound. He had a keen urge to empty his bladder, and while he would normally not think twice about cocking his leg when nature called, here in the centre of the city he always felt a little decorum was called for, so he limped off into the shrubbery around the grass square’s edge. All the while he made sure he kept his eyes on the HQ doors.
He had just begun to relieve himself when he saw her: a monochrome, striped creature standing on the top step of the HQ entrance fiddling with an antique phone. Ivan was sure when he saw her that this, finally, was a Badger: his Badger. He stood motionless in the shrubbery and watched as she put the antique to her ear and actually started to talk into it.
These Wild Wooders are so behind!
Perhaps this won’t be too tricky after all.
He kept his gaze on the Badger as she descended the steps, crossed the road and… yes, as she started to walk across the grass in his direction!
Like taking hens from a coop, he thought, as he shrank further back behind a rhododendron.
‘That’s fine, yes… yes… well, I’ll tell maintenance but…’
The Badger was so close now that her voice carried easily to Ivan.
‘Ok, yes… a-ha… yes… no, that’s no problem, no… yes, well, I’m on my way now. Back in half an hour.’
Ivan crept, after a fashion, from bush to bush, keeping the Badger within earshot but staying out of sight.
‘Right. Well, thanks Dug. Tell Jay to get the kettle on in half an hour. I’m not sure I’ve got the energy for this job that I used to. Hmmm? Yes… yes… Bye then. Yep, buy.’
That was when he knew his luck was definitely in. After all the struggles he had gone through during the week, the careless Badger with the antique phone was going to lead him straight to Jay J Cottontail.
Oh yes, this was most certainly a happy day!
THE FIRST WE knew that Mel was back was when the front door slammed. A gust of air had run down the chute in the basement and over our ribbons, playfully trying to get from the back garden to the front in the time it took for Mel to step across the threshold. It slammed the door on its way out.
‘Coffee’s just coming,’ I said, greeting her in the hall.
She looked tired, like it had been a long day in work.
‘Any news on Tony?’
I was concerned for him, sure, but I’m not ashamed to admit that I also saw him as our Get Out Of Jail Free card. If he woke up we could stop trying to guess what Hornworm was and just cut to the chase.
Mel shook her head.
‘He’s still unconscious,’ she said. ‘But his vitals are strong, so he should make it, given time.’
‘And any more on who did it?’
She shrugged and let out a quiet snort.
‘Well, I can’t find anyone else who can lay their hands on that type of poison, so I’m still sticking with Plan A, for now. Any advance on you-know-what?’ she asked, as she sat down with a big sigh and grasped her mug.
I took her through all we had discovered so far: the networks; the projects; the lack of news stories about Fox and Tiger projects. She took off her half-moon specs, rubbed her eyes and said it would help her tired brain if we took her downstairs and showed her the network of ribbons, rather than just trying to explain it.
‘It looks to me,’ she said, ‘that the Tigers are simply flexing their muscles ready to start a Trade war. They’ve built a distribution network and they have favours they can call in all over the world.’
‘Ok,’ I said, ‘but is that Hornworm?’
She shook her head.
‘No reason it should be, really. There’s nothing secret about wanting to trade.’
‘Well, we’ve got Fox activity helping Weasel’s Leave campaign. Is that Hornworm?’
She gave that even less thought.
‘No, it can’t be. Hornworm was around way before the Referendum was even thought of.’
The three of us stared at the network of ribbons as the evening rolled on.
‘Tony said Hornworm was bigger than anything he’d seen before. All we have found is just one interesting dead end after another,’ I said at last. I was all ready to start thinking about a Plan B. If the Foxes were going to keep trying to get me, and Dug, then the least I could do would be to report on everything I knew they were up to. It might end up being a martyr’s last stand, but I figured it would be at least marginally better than going out with a whimper, killed by my own front door.
‘Let’s at least collect evidence of cheating in Weasel’s campaign. We can do that, right? Download all we can find. Throw the Dog stuff in too. I know some safe journalists I can send it to. That way, if for any mad reason Weasel wins, and the Foxes succeed in keeping us quiet…’
I looked at Dug, who was clearly still alive three months after going into hiding. I figured we could be ok, hunkering down somewhere, if we had to. It might even be like old times, sharing a bedroom. I only hoped it would be less smelly.
‘Well, at least there’ll be evidence of cheating, for any journalist brave enough to publish it,’ I finished.
We spent half an hour grabbing what we could. In the end we found evidence for a fair bit coming from the Dogs as well as Foxes, and a recent spike of activity that seemed to come from inside Wild Wood itself. We didn’t have time to pinpoint where exactly, but I stuck that on my growing list of things to do if I ever got out of the chase with my tail intact. Hornworm was still nowhere to be seen, but I tried to stay positive as I zipped up all the evidence and sent it to my journo friends.
‘You never know,’ I said to Dug, with a wink, ‘I might stay alive long enough to write it up myself.’
The only places where the damp lingered were his foot, ribs and paw, where the bandages held on to the river water and couldn’t easily be shaken off. Ivan stood in the garden of the Badger’s house and prepared himself for his big finale.
The Badger had taken a river bus several stops up stream, way beyond the political district and the mansion neighbourhoods with which Ivan was more familiar. That had given him his first challenge: how to follow her without being seen. The answer had come in the combined shapes of a refuse collection barge and a bridge. While in the air, the jump had made him feel brave and cunning, like a secret agent from a novel or a blockbuster film. The landing, however, had soon brought him down to earth with a bump. All his cuts and bruises came into sharp focus, and the landing, though soft, had more than a passing note of a pungent odour.
He was happy to see the Badger disembark while his barge was still in her wake. On the far side of the vessel, so as not to be seen from the jetty, he slipped silently into the water, and made his way to the muddy bank a small distance down stream. In his mind’s eye he emerged from the water heroic and rippling, the water droplets shining off his lustrous fur, the sun glinting off his one good eye. As an added bonus, the stench from the rubbish had been thoroughly washed off him.
He did the full shake, as energetically as his ribs would allow, and squelched across the sucking mud to dry land, where he picked up the Badger’s trail again. She had turned his way from the taxi stop and then taken a left, up hill away from the river, into a maze of broad, tree-lined streets with neat, semi-detached houses. For a moment he thought he had lost her down an avenue of chestnut trees, but the sound of a front door slamming made him turn his head, and he caught the retreating shape of a Badger through a frosted glass window.
Now he had his prey in range. It was time to study the lie of the land, and wait.
A patient Fox.
He couldn’t see an obvious way in through the front, so he prowled slowly around to the rear of the property, where all the gardens backed on to one another, without anything so convenient as an access road or alley way. Instead he had to haul his battle-hardened frame over a bin lined wall, before climbing through gaps in two poorly maintained fences, and finally leaping over a third from the roof of a hen house.
‘Your luck is in, ladies,’ he whispered to them as he leapt off their roof. ‘I have a bigger prize cooped up next door.’
In his mind he pictured a close up of his face, more rugged than battered, as he gazed beyond the camera, giving the viewers time to enjoy his clever use of the word ‘coop’. The next shot had him leaping off the roof and rolling on the green turf of the Badger’s back garden, before coming upright again: shaken, not stirred.
A stone seat, lost in the overgrown grass, knocked him off his secret agent’s stride, but only momentarily. In fact, while he rubbed his head better, he realised the bench gave him an ideal vantage point from which to survey the rear of the house.
There was only one door, and no open windows, and recent experience told him that Service agents kept their back doors locked. He wasn’t going to fall for that again. He carefully scanned the rest of the house, and it was then that he noticed an old coal hatch, wide open, that he presumed must lead down into a basement. Basements were more his territory. That was his way in!
Steeling himself for another moody, middle distance stare, he came out from behind the stone bench and took a confident stride towards the house. This was his big scene, the one where he completed his mission. Gemini would be so proud…
That was when he heard a familiar voice (rather high pitched, male but quite effeminate).
It spoke from barely a tail’s length behind him.
The four words it said burst Ivan’s heroic bubble as quickly and as totally as a hot stage light on a helium balloon.
The voice said:
‘Seconds away… Round Two!’




Chapter Twenty-Three

 
THIS TIME HE had been lucky to escape with his life.
The Kangaroo had hit him, hard, in the chest. It had brought a fresh hell of pain to his bandaged ribs and stolen all his breath. In an odd way, though, it was his total incapacity that, in the end, probably saved him. Doubled over and incapable even of gasping as his solar plexus continued to shrink and shrink, Ivan had been unable to brace himself, or even dodge, as the Kangaroo backed up and gave him both feet, and Ivan’s helpless frame had been launched high over the neighbour’s hen house, over both fences, even over the perimeter wall, landing neatly, if abruptly, on the road next to the bins.
The car whose path he had landed in stopped, neatly, just short of Ivan, and a concerned Mole came out of the car to check he was alright.
‘I need your car,’ growled Ivan, putting on the most menacing voice he could muster. He couldn’t be sure quite how long he had before the Kangaroo caught up with him, but he knew it would be counted in seconds rather than minutes.
‘Well, that’s lucky,’ said the Mole, ‘because it’s a Taxi. Where to?’
Unable to marshal his thoughts beyond the simple idea that he had, seemingly, just hailed a cab, Ivan crawled into the back seat and gave an address two streets away from his Army basement. The Mole had wanted to take him to a hospital but Ivan reassured him that he had all he needed at home. And if ‘home’ was in the fancy mansion neighbourhood then the Mole was quite happy not to argue.
When they arrived Ivan emptied his zipped pocket of all the magic money he had collected during the day.
It covered the fare exactly.




Chapter Twenty-Four

 
‘SLEEP ON IT.’ That’s what folks say, isn’t it? The brain might be an amazing organ, but during the waking hours it can fall in to being not much more than a machine. Switch yourself off for a few hours, though, and it can work wonders in your dreams.
I woke on that Friday morning with the thrill of knowing exactly what Hornworm was. It was as if I had spent the entire night inside President Vulpine’s mind, looking at the world through his eyes. There was no longer a network of ribbons but a giant game board, with pieces to be moved, strategies to be played out and, finally, a clear goal. A prize to be won.
Tony had been right. It was bigger than anything I’d ever seen.
I pulled my phone under the quilt and went back to my research of the Hornworm caterpillar, just to be sure. The answer stared me in the face, so obvious now I knew what it meant.
I woke Mel and Dug, but they were too sleepy to tell them straight away so I put the coffee on and paced impatiently up and down in the kitchen while above me I heard them shuffle out of bed and down the stairs.
‘Genius,’ said Dug, when I told him. That hit the spot. Highlight of the day, right there!
‘We must tell Toad straight away,’ said Mel, already reaching for her coat before her coffee was finished.
But Dug stayed at the table, staring at his mug. There was something in the slant of his ears that took a little of the air out of my balloon.
‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘If this is a sulk because younger sister has just nailed Hornworm then park it. A, we don’t have time for sibling rivalry; B, you called me in anyway; and C, I wouldn’t have seen it without you. It was a definite Cottontail team effort.’
He looked up from the table.
‘We can’t tell Toad,’ he said.
Mel turned on him as she buttoned her coat.
‘We most certainly CAN tell Toad. In fact, we must!’
Dug held up his paws in surrender.
‘I mean we can’t tell Toad.’
I looked at the pain in his face and I began to read there just what the problem was. He was on the Fox hit list, and hadn’t been able to break cover for months. And now I was on their list too. And that’s before we factored in the Toads. I was still persona non grata with the powers that be at Toad Hall for hacking into Security HQ. Dug had made enemies there too, digging into the money launderette.
He was right. We couldn’t tell Toad.
‘You’ll have to go on your own, Mel,’ I said, and Dug gave me a resigned nod.
She looked at me, and then at Dug, and worked out the unspoken thoughts easily.
‘Well…’ she began, indignantly, but she had no follow up. The reality of the position was crystal clear.
Then something occurred to her.
‘I can’t do anything about the Foxes on your tails, but at the very least I can get Toad to give you both a written pardon. Hornworm makes the mansion deals look like nothing more than pocket money.’
I ran that idea around my head a couple of times. The thought of not having HQ hell hounds on my tail did sound appealing. At least I’d only have to look one way for threats. And something told me that with Mother on my side, and Tommy and the rest of the crew of The Ends, the Fox threat was something I could handle.
At that point I made a foolish decision. I don’t know if it was pride, or excitement, or what, but I said I’d go with Mel, no matter what. I’d done the legwork. I’d put the final pieces together. And I wanted to see that written pardon as soon as the ink dried. It had been a hellish week. Maybe I just felt I deserved a little treat.
Idiot.
THE BLACK SPOT was familiar.
It was hard to judge its distance, with one eye now completely swollen shut, but Ivan didn’t care. His mind was far, far away, in the Far Northern Forests that must surely now be his fate.
He had crawled into the basement on all fours, the thick river mud caked into his bandages and coating the once shiny callipers. His ribs hurt. His eye throbbed. His jaw ached. In fact, try as he might, he could not find a single part of his body that hadn’t been pleading for a sick note for the last few hours.
Commander Reynard had at least been humane, like a jousting knight showing clemency to his vanquished opponent. He had called for the medic, and given Ivan all the time he needed to clean and sooth his battered body. He had even allowed Ivan a good night’s rest before the 8 am meeting that would surely be his last as a recruit in the Alternative Army.
And so he stood in the Commander’s office, facing the black spot but not really looking at it, already building the mental testudo he knew he would need to help him survive the harsh climate and harsher regime of the Far Northern Forest.
‘Fairy,’ the Commander began, from his seat behind the desk, ‘I have always had my own view of your… capabilities as a recruit.’
At least, with the new posting I will be able to pick a new name, won’t I? he thought, grasping for small comforts, and he began to mull over new names, if only to help shut out the words he had hoped never to hear the Commander utter.
‘You have proved two things over this past week,’ the Commander continued. ‘First, that you are not suited, in any way, to remain a part of my elite Alternative Army.’
Ivan had known those words were coming, but they still hit him in his stomach as hard as a Kangaroo’s punch.
‘You have not only failed to complete any tasks successfully, but you have even come close to compromising the very secrecy on which the success of this Army depends.’
Put like that it was hard to argue against. Ivan had been fooling himself all this time. He even acknowledged that his school friends had probably been right, in their own teasing and bullying ways. In truth, he himself had really known it all along, deep down. He would have got nowhere near the Alternative Army had it not been for his Uncle. The first snowflake fell on the soft grassy spot where he had lain in his mind with Gemini, and he watched his heart’s desire slink off into the shadows.
‘Second, and you might be pleased to hear that this is a point on the, um…, on the credit side of your own personal report, as it were…’
Off she went, fading to grey. In truth she had never been his. He still didn’t even know what sort of animal she was. And now he never would. A flurry of snow swept across his mental glade.
‘You have shown yourself to have exceptional levels of loyalty and determination.’
He knew he would never find anyone to take her place. She hadn’t even wanted him. She had spoken to Scoots. When… no, if she ever saw him out of costume he would just disappoint her.
‘With both those capabilities in mind,’ continued the Commander, ‘the President and I have agreed on a new role for you.’
Just like he disappointed everyone.
‘You are to be discharged from the Alternative Army immediately…’
And there it is. My final disgrace…
‘…in order that you can take up your new role as soon as your injuries allow.’
A faint ray of hope peaked through the clouds and tried to melt the snow.
My injuries? Ah well, perhaps while I convalesce I could try to track down Gemini? I found Cottontail. Maybe I could find my true heart’s desire? Maybe. I could start with the librarian, see if he is still in a co-operative mood.
The anaesthetic of a plan helped dull the pain of the Commanders bludgeoning words.
‘Following an update from the staff medic I judge that you should be ready for your new post in precisely forty five minutes.’
And with that, the avalanche descended.
The coup de grace.
Instant.
Brutal.
Final.
Of course, thought Ivan. Of course I can’t stay. I’ve disgraced the uniform, and my Uncle. The Commander is right. I have left him no choice. There is nothing left for me now but to obey and, eventually, die.
‘With that in mind, you will find your new uniform on your bunk.’
The Commander’s words entered Ivan’s ears and coughed loudly in the centre of his mind, but there was no one home. All that remained was the husk of a broken Fox.
‘Report for inspection on the front steps at 9 am.’
ONCE PHILLIPS HAD cleared the breakfast dishes away, Toad spread out his stack of freshly ironed newspapers on the polished mahogany table-top and treated himself to a leisurely browse.
The polls had held steady overnight, with Remain a small but significant distance ahead, and he afforded himself a sigh of relief that the totally unexpected storm of support for Leave had blown over. He could not deny that Oliver Weasel had run a successful campaign, but surely now that would only serve to validate the Remain victory. Citizens would agree the vote had not simply been a rubber-stamping exercise, a coronation, but rather a mature, open consideration of expert opinions.
He sipped his Earl Grey tea, savoured the delicate flavours on his palate and contemplated his office for the final morning of his tenure. History would no doubt record that he, Tarquin Toad the Third, had kept a steady hand on Wild Wood’s tiller during some rough financial storms, and had eventually steered his craft to peaceful, happy waters. With the free internet contract he had negotiated with the Tigers his legacy was all but assured. Today, as animals up and down the land had their say on membership of the LEAF League, his place in History would finally be cemented.
Voting day always left him with a nervous tingle in his tum. Campaigning was forbidden, reporting was blacked out, all that could be done was to wait for the Digital Vote to close and then tot up the results. At least, with this new system, he wouldn’t have to wait too long for his victory to be announced.
Under the gaze of Old Father Toad, the original owner of Toad Hall and the very first Prime Minister of Wild Wood, Tarquin Toad the Third opened the papers and began to browse.
‘Sorry to disturb you, sir,’ said his secretary, hopping in. ‘Ms Higgins to see you, sir. She doesn’t have an appointment but she is rather insistent.’
Toad put down his paper and put on his most patient smile.
‘That is quite alright. I am still Prime Minister after all. Do show her in, and bring us more tea.’
The newspapers could wait. He had a lifetime of leisure to read them. What did one more day of work matter?
‘Good morning, sir,’ said the section head of the Security Service (Domestic Division), breezing past the secretary and into the room.
‘Melody. How nice to see you,’ said Toad, charming to a fault. He ushered the Badger to an armchair by the window.
‘I’ll get straight to the point, sir,’ said Higgins, settling herself into the well-padded seat.
‘Good, good,’ replied Toad, lowering himself into the armchair opposite. ‘I’ve always appreciated your efficient approach, Melody.’
The Badger sat upright in her chair and looked at Toad over her half-moon spectacles.
‘I’m afraid it’s bad news, sir,’ she began. ‘On two fronts.’
Higgins was a dependable sort, never trying to feather her own nest, always putting the job first. Not an ounce of political ambition in her, mind, but at least that made her reports easier to read.
‘Well, give it to me straight,’ said Toad, almost savouring the chance to turn over the wheels of office one final time.
‘Your Referendum has been compromised.’
‘Well, that was certainly ‘straight’!’
Toad sat back in his chair and waited a while, to show he was considering the statement. Then he leaned forward and said,
‘Melody, I’m grateful to you for bringing it to my attention, and you weren’t to know, but I dealt with the matter yesterday.’
‘You… did?’ said Higgins.
‘Yes, there must have been a mole somewhere in my office staff because all sorts of nonsense was being given to poor Oliver. Good chap, Oliver. Didn’t bat an eyelid when I told him. Didn’t ask to call off the Vote. Just took it in his stride and brushed it off.’
‘But, sir, I think you’ll find there is much more to it than that.’
She explained how Pincer had been using micro-targeted ads to support the Leave campaign, and how President Vulpine’s Alternative Army had also been busy mobilising global, local and social media to amplify the same pro-Leave messages.
The normal green hue in Toad’s cheeks drained to a dull brown colour.
‘Good heavens! Are you sure?’ he asked, and he gripped the arms of his chair with his leathery hands.
‘Quite certain, sir. There is even some low-level intervention coming from within Wild Wood itself. I have a crack team trying to pin point that source as we speak.’
‘Crumbs,’ said Toad. ‘Crikey. Dogs and Foxes you say?’
‘And some Wild Wooders too, sir, yes.’
‘Well lordy lord!’
‘That isn’t all, sir.’
‘It isn’t?’
Toad was good at thinking on his feet. He quickly calculated that whatever happened in the Referendum he would be out of office and happily retired to his caravan far away from Toad Hall by the time any consequences played out. It was annoying, like a scratch on the paintwork of his new car, to think that skulduggery might have been afoot in his final act as Prime Minister, but he was confident that it was nothing his successor couldn’t put right in a jiffy. Root out the cheats. Throw the book at them. Run the Vote again properly. Easy.
However, it was when Higgins went on to explain about Hornworm, and the bigger picture that President Vulpine was working towards, that the magnitude of the problem really came home to him.
‘And you say these ‘Cottontails’ did most of the leg-work?’
‘Indeed, sir, and I am personally recommending them for written pardons, from you, today, for their roles in protecting the national interest.’
She took two documents out of her folder and handed them to Toad.
‘Pardons, you say? For…?’
As Prime Minister, Toad had underlings to keep on top of details for him, details like who was on the Enemy of the State list.
‘Jay J hacked HQ, sir. It was a few months back, and she didn’t see anything classified. The other, Dug, is her brother. He was one of ours and he had gone into hiding after finding some rather sensitive links between Foxes and Toads.’
She raised an eyebrow at Toad but maintained her professional manner.
‘Anyway, he’s back, she’s helped us join some rather significant dots and I’d say it’s time to call it quits.’
‘Quits? I see. Quite.’
Toad sat, dazed, and took time to digest all that his brief conversation with Higgins had thrown up. If she was right, his Referendum might already be lost, but that would be insignificant in comparison to letting President Vulpine get one over on him. And after all he had done for Vulpine with the money launderette! The Fox was an absolute cad.
He signed the official pardons, thanked Higgins and waved her out of the room. Vulpine’s Hornworm move was cunning. Very cunning indeed, but there was still time to get ahead of the curve, if he acted swiftly, before the markets got wind of it.




Chapter Twenty-Five

 
HIS BUNK HAD been made for him.
That had never happened before. They probably already had a new recruit lined up to take his place. A proper recruit. One who could follow orders without messing things up.
Ivan looked at the uniform they had laid out for his new posting to the Far Northern Forest.
A neatly folded white shirt.
Dark woollen shorts, with a crease. No combat pockets.
A blazer.
No longer daring to use his ‘in-it-i-a-tive’ he pulled the shorts on, taking care not to snag the neat material on his callipers. The clasp was easy to close but the belt was too intricate for his wounded paws.
I can’t even dress myself!
He realised just how foolish he had been to think, to dream even
for one second, that Commander Reynard, or Uncle Vulpine, or even Gemini might have taken him for a real soldier.
As if to underline the point, he tried the shirt, and couldn’t even begin to undo the neat buttons down its carefully ironed front. Instead, he tried to put it on over his head, like a jumper, but the cuffs were fastened and there was no way he could fit his bandaged paw down the sleeve.
Dejected, he went to sit on his bunk, but stopped himself just in time. Was it even his bunk any more? Instead, he leaned against the upright post at the foot end and let a tear of frustration run down his nose.
The clock on the dormitory wall said ten to nine. He had ten minutes before he got kicked out and he couldn’t even do that properly.
Listless and depressed, he picked up his shirt and blazer, and slumped out of the dormitory to meet his fate. Instead, he met the librarian, returning from breakfast with a jangling bunch of keys in his paw and a whistle on his lips. When he saw Ivan he fell silent. His tail moved, involuntarily, between his legs. The keys stopped dancing. His Alpha had arrived.
Something deep in Ivan’s brain stirred. It clamoured for attention, and finding a large empty space between Ivan’s ears, it strode forward and took over.
‘Put this on for me!’ Ivan ordered, proffering the crisp, white shirt.
The librarian carefully placed his bunch of keys on the floor and did his master’s bidding, undoing the tight buttons, sensitively manoeuvring the cotton over Ivan’s bandages and fixing the buttons closed again. Without embarrassment he then tucked the shirt into Ivan’s shorts and tightened the belt, pulling the white material tight then tugging it out of the waistband just an inch to give his Alpha some room to move.
Ivan stood, amazed. It was as if his fingers had suddenly started firing magic from their claws.
‘Does Sir want the blazer too?’ the librarian asked, and he took Ivan’s stunned silence as a command.
And so it was that at precisely eight fifty eight Ivan found himself standing on the front steps of the building he had called his home for over a year, neatly dressed for his posting to the Far Northern Forest.
He stood to attention and waited for his Commanding Officer. The morning air was still cool, and it struck Ivan just how easily the chill got to his fur through the light cotton shirt and shorts. Was that how they toughened you up out beyond the snowy steppes?
‘Ah, Fairy!’ said the Commander’s voice behind him. ‘You do look the part.’
It was the first nice thing Ivan had ever heard him say. A line from Ivan the Whys came to him involuntarily.
‘Beware the iron fist in the velvet glove.’
Ivan shivered, and braced himself for the Commander’s next words.
‘Now, put this on and get in the car.’
The Commander held a peaked cap out to Ivan. It did not look like standard military issue, but then Ivan hadn’t ever actually seen any cadets from the Far Northern Forest.
He put it on, being careful not to put too much pressure on the lump where his head had connected with the stone bench in the Badger’s garden. A black Sedan with darkened windows pulled up at the front of the building. Ivan trudged slowly down the stone steps for the last time, took one last look over his shoulder at the mansion he was leaving behind and opened the rear, kerb-side door.
‘Not the back, Fairy!’ said The Commander, almost jovially. ‘Chauffeurs normally sit behind the wheel.’
Ivan’s mind rapidly turned to jelly. He couldn’t quite compute what was going on. Was he being sent away? Was that the Commander’s final, sarcastic joke? Would he open the driver’s door and find all the other recruits laughing at him from the mansion windows? Even worse, was he actually being asked to drive? It was a skill he had never taken up, his club foot always making it too awkward to work the pedals on his family jeep back home.
The Commander saw him hesitate and, showing a side Ivan had never seen before, he gave him a sympathetic smile.
‘Ivan,’ he said. ‘I’ll call you ‘Ivan’. Can’t have a chauffeur with a name like ‘Fairy’. Anyway. Yes. Ivan, you will be the President’s new chauffeur, after a fashion.’
‘But I can’t…’ began Ivan, but the Commander stopped him.
‘And don’t worry about the driving. The car uses the very latest Tiger technology. It will be driven remotely, by a team back here at base. All you will need to do is sit in the driver’s seat, stare straight ahead and keep your hands on the wheel.’
‘But…’ tried Ivan again, but no words could capture his thoughts.
‘Your role is vital,’ continued the Commander. ‘We can’t have anyone thinking we have state of the art Tiger technology at our disposal. Tongues might wag. They must see a driver in the car at all times and you, Ivan, with your proven loyalty and determination, are the perfect Fox for that special role.’
In a daze, Ivan clung on to four simple words:
‘…sit behind the wheel…’
Half an hour later he was still sitting behind the wheel with the Commander smiling on the back seat. No one had laughed at him; his world hadn’t fallen apart; and his car had parked itself a little way from Toad Hall.
Today was, unquestionably, a happy day.
‘HE’S A SLIPPERY one, is Toad,’ said Mel when we met up again around the corner from Toad Hall. I could see she was holding a folded piece of paper, just like one of the ones she had printed off before we left Dug in the safe house, cleaning up the ribbons and the machines.
Sure enough there it was: Toad’s signature, large as life, saying I was no longer an Enemy of the State. Had it not been for Buck Wildheart I would have hopped all over the place with relief. Without the State sniffing around I no longer had to stay hidden. I could even start to get my online life back on track…  
Except Buck was still out there, and even though Mother was quite confident she had his number, those Foxes can be cunning. While I had Buck on my tail there was still no chance I was going to be able to let my guard down.
I might still frame that letter from Toad though.
‘He heard me, but I’m not sure he took everything in,’ Mel continued. ‘It seemed like his mind was busy on other things.’
‘Well, that’s no surprise, is it? I mean, it is his last day in office, and then there is the Vote going on. That would keep anyone preoccupied.’
Mel sighed.
‘You have an old head on young shoulders, Cottontail. If you ever fancy a permanent move to the Service just let me know.’
She shook my paw, then all too soon she turned in the direction of HQ. And that was it. Within moments she was just an ordinary Badger, ‘instantly forgettable’ if you didn’t know her, mingling with the morning pedestrians.
It was only then that it hit me. We had reached the end of our short but adventurous road. The rollercoaster that had started in Tony Mole’s front room had been a mad ride but there on the pavement outside Toad Hall it looked like the carriage was slowing down and pulling back into the station.
How spectacularly wrong I was.
Mel turned at the steps that went down to the river walk and gave me a final wave. I waved back, with the folded letter in my paw. Not a bad payoff for a few days work.
As I tucked the letter safely into my pocket I barely noticed the deep throbbing of the black Sedan’s engine as it glided to a halt beside me.
‘HEY, I KNOW a pub named after you!’ said Weasel as he strode up to the landlord of The Stump, almost fizzing with excitement.
‘Don’t,’ said Jeff, the white Horse. He gave Weasel a look which eloquently said that, no matter how funny Weasel thought his very old jokes were, he was welcome to see if they still seemed funny after a rear leg kick from a fully grown Stallion. Weasel momentarily looked crestfallen.
‘Hey, Jeff, I didn’t mean anything by it. Really.’
There was an inevitable pause, with both parties wondering just how cocky Weasel was feeling. The answer came soon enough.
‘Anyway, why the long f…?’
His sentence was cut short by the sight of the landlord, more nimbly than you might imagine for such a powerful beast, turning on the spot and pointing his quivering hindquarters at Weasel. Or at least, where Weasel had been before Stoat had quickly and unceremoniously whisked him away behind a pillar.
‘Don’t mind him, Jeff,’ said Stoat, playing the peacemaker. ‘He’s just a bit excited toady, that’s all.’
Jeff looked around his pub. It was true, as the week had gone on more and more journalists had been filling up the empty seats, and now that it was the day of the Vote, even regular punters were squeezing in, keen to buy Weasel a drink. The landlord knew better than to kick a money-spinning regular in the teeth.
‘I’m not, you know,’ said Weasel to Stoat, as they settled into the Snug.
‘Not what?’ said Stoat, munching on a Danish pastry.
‘Excited. You told Jeff I was excited. Well I’m not. It’s just an act. For all the punters.’ He gestured around The Stump, at the new Leave-voting clientele ordering their post-Vote pints.
‘Aren’t you? Blimey, I am! I can’t wait to hear the result this evening.’ Stoat stood up and skittered in a couple of tight circles then sat down again.
‘I’m frustrated, more like,’ said Weasel, and he sipped disconsolately at his first Pint of Best of the day.
‘How so?’ said Stoat, in between mouthfuls.
‘Campaigning’s over, isn’t it? There is nothing more can be done to sway the good voters of Wild Wood. I just have to sup my beer, look cheerful, and wait.’
Stoat considered his friend, who was looking at his Pint of Best as if it had been turned into water.
‘Surely there’s something we can do,’ he said. ‘We could go bowling, or see a film, if you want.’
Weasel shrugged.
‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘But I wouldn’t enjoy it.’
They fell into an uneasy silence, and even a fresh Pint of Best sent over from a well-wisher at the bar didn’t do anything to lift Weasel’s mood.
‘Here. Why not read these?’ said Stoat, and he wafted his phone under Weasel’s nose, its screen showing a scrolling list of comments from citizens who had just cast their votes.
Weasel swivelled his eyes, glanced at the screen, then turned back to his pint.
‘Just makes me frustrated,’ he said, and Stoat’s face fell. ‘I mean, how come they are allowed to keep talking about the campaign online but I’ve got to keep schtum?’
‘Go on. Read them. They love you. It might make you feel better.’
But already Stoat’s words had begun to blur in Weasel’s mind, as some small glimmer of an idea perked up between Weasel’s ears. He closed his eyes and tried to coax it into the light.
‘Hold up, Stoatey!’ he said, triumphantly. ‘I’ve got it!’
Stoat finished the last of his Danish.
‘Which is…?’ he said.
‘We’re not allowed to carry on campaigning, but who can stop the power of social media? And if it can’t be stopped, why not give it a push? Who’s to know?’
A minute later the Snug was empty…




Chapter Twenty-Six

 
I’M NOT SURE how many seconds I had to enjoy the sense of freedom, but it was probably only counted in double digits.
I had noticed the small group of pedestrians coming towards me, but not really taken them in. As I put the pardon in my coat pocket I’d taken a step sideways to let them pass. One of them must have just leaned into me and helped me on my way. Next thing I knew I was through the open door of the Sedan and down on the floor, with my nose in the tail of a Fox in full military uniform.
The driver put the car in gear and slowly pulled away from the kerb. Or, at least, that is what anyone watching would have seen. As I found out later, it was actually a recruit called Alexei doing the driving, from the basement of the Alternative Army headquarters.
‘Champagne?’ said the military Fox. He had two glasses in his paw, and he was offering one to me.
I made an impulse decision. I’d heard how Foxes liked to play with their food, and I didn’t want to become just another chew toy.
Sure, in hindsight I should have known the doors would be locked, but I wasn’t thinking straight, was I? I took one look at those sharp teeth shining out above a row of medals and made a dive for the door. I figured I would be better off taking my chances with the oncoming traffic than staying there to scrap it out with the Fox.
To his credit the Fox didn’t flinch. Didn’t even spill a drop of champagne.
‘Come now, Cottontail. There is nothing to be afraid of. You are an honoured guest.’
I looked up at him from my position on the floor, grasping a useless door handle, and knew that I was at his mercy.
‘Sit,’ he said, politely, and I found myself crawling backwards off the floor and onto the back seat of the Sedan. Instinctively, I squished myself as far into the corner as I could, and took the chance to quickly scope out my surroundings. There were only three of us in the vehicle. The military Fox had me within easy reach any time he decided to make a lunge for me. Up front was another Fox, whose bandages made him look very much like the Fox I had last seen at the Comic Con, lying underneath an angry Porcupine. At a push I reckoned I could escape his clutches if I ever got the chance, but the smiling military Fox showed no signs of leaving us alone.
‘A toast,’ he said, offering the champagne again.
I looked at the glass but didn’t move. Foxes know a thing or two about poisons. I wasn’t about to fall for a simple trick.
‘Oh come now,’ he said, pretending to be offended. ‘You and I are on the same side. To Jay J Cottontail: the Rabbit who uncovered Pincer’s digital battlefront.’
He raised his glass and took a sip. Then, I guess for my benefit, he took a sip out of the other glass.
‘See,’ he said, ‘no hidden ingredients.’
They were the last words I remember hearing him say before my head hit the seat. The inside of the Sedan had already started to blur.
I saw the champagne.
The medals.
The teeth.
Then nothing.
WEASEL SAT IN Stoat’s office, chastising himself for ever having thought he was constrained by the campaigning rules.
‘Princess, I have been a fool. I’m sorry,’ he said, his thin layer of genuine sincerity drowned in over-acting.
Stoat was already busy, loading up the program Theo had knocked up for them the day before.
He mocked up a simple picture of Weasel’s face, with the words ‘Leave with Weasel’ across the top.
‘Campaigning is officially over. The Rule says we can’t do this,’ said Stoat, his paw manoeuvring the mouse over the ‘Post’ button. Looking Weasel squarely in the eyes he clicked the mouse and said,
‘Whoops. I appear to have broken that Rule. Ah well.’
‘Do you know what, princess?’ said Weasel. ‘I’m feeling much happier already.’
WHEN I CAME to I found myself lying on an upholstered bench, blindfolded. My nose was hard up against the seat and I could tell I’d been dribbling onto the leather.
If my brain had been in gear I might have tried to leap up and run for an exit, but for some reason my whole body felt like it was stuffed with sawdust. Instead, I tried to stay as still as I could and piece together where I was and what had just happened. I figured that, if there was a guard on me, and it was a Fox, then the element of surprise might be the only weapon I had.
I could picture the back seat of the Sedan, the teeth, the champagne. I definitely hadn’t drunk the champagne, had I? No. I’d been stupid, but not that stupid. Yet, somehow I was knocked out. For how long, I had no idea.
The bench was comfortable, not like I imagined they’d have in a prison cell. The air was warm: warmer than normal for the time of year, like someone had already started putting the heating on although it was still the summer. The scent of furniture polish was strong and vulgar in my nostrils. There was a dull, mechanical motor noise, and an occasional bubbling sound, like you get from the aerator in a fish tank.
I lay still and tried to put all the pieces I had together. I was lying on a comfortable bench, in a warm room, on my own. And slowly, as the feeling came back into my limbs, it dawned on me that I wasn’t actually tied up.
Gingerly, I reached up a paw and pulled off my blindfold.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

 
I LIFTED MY head and scanned the room, trying to ignore the dull ache that lingered behind my eyes. Sunlight poured through the two large windows. It was so bright it hurt. That’s when I looked down at the blindfold in my paw and saw it was only an eye-mask. Had someone just wanted me to sleep undisturbed? What crazy sort of prison does that?
Apart from the bench I was sprawled on, there were only two things of note in the room as far as I could tell. First were the glass cases, two of them, each set on an ornate pedestal.
My legs felt like I’d been running all day but after a bit of stretching the life came back into them enough that I could stand and give those glass cases a closer inspection. One of them had caterpillars in, bigger and fatter than any I’d ever seen in real life. I still recognised them instantly. They were just like the photos of Hornworms from my online research, even if they were a bit more wriggly in real life than I had expected.
The other case had what looked like large, furry tablets resting on leaves. I didn’t recognise them at all. In hindsight I should have guessed though. Maybe I’m just not always good at seeing what is staring me in the face.
The second dominating feature of the room was the pair of large portraits that hung on the two windowless walls. One was of an elderly Fox, posh clothes, relaxed smile. The other was very different. I couldn’t quite make out the species. Some sort of Cat, perhaps? I moved up closer to that portrait to investigate it further.
‘Ah, I see you admire Machiavelli! Not a Fox… but he could have been! Such insight. Such cunning. Yes, I bet he had some Fox blood in his family somewhere.’
I turned, still groggy, and took in the suited figure before me. Instantly recognisable from his photographs, he was a good size, for a Fox, but was showing signs of age around his whiskers and eyes.
‘Do forgive me,’ the newcomer said. ‘We Foxes are born to be stealthy. I didn’t mean to alarm you.’
I took a short breath. I seemed to be developing a bad habit of bumping into powerful Foxes.
‘President Vulpine?’ I managed.
‘Miss Cottontail,’ said the Fox, with a small bow. ‘Welcome to my private office. Drink?’
He poured a glass of water from the cooler, releasing a bubble of air to burble its way up through the water tank. Handing me the glass, he took me by the elbow and guided me back to the bench.
‘The effects should wear off soon, but it’s best to sit still and rehydrate while you wait.’
‘Effects?’ I said.
‘The tranquiliser. In your shoulder, I believe, as you were pushed into the car. A little crude, but effective nonetheless.’
I sipped my water and wiggled my toes to knock the sleepiness out of them. I never once took my eyes off the most powerful Fox in the world, while he just sat there, next to me on the bench, like an attentive nurse.
‘I have been hoping to make your acquaintance for some time,’ he said. ‘In fact, ever since your Mr Mole sent you the Hornworm message. That was careless of him, and dangerous for you, but it all seems to have worked out fine now, so no harm done.’
I thought of Tony Mole hooked up to tubes and machines.
‘Fine? I’m not sure Mole would see it that way,’ I braved. I mean, I figured if Vulpine wanted to kill me he could just go right ahead. I was defenceless. No point going out like a timid bunny.
‘The poison will wear off in time. Our operative was careless. Mole was lucky. It happens.’
The adrenaline was kicking in by that point and I was almost back to full speed. It struck me that Vulpine might have just made a mistake.
‘Your operative? I thought you were denying involvement.’
Vulpine sat back and gave me a relaxed grin.
‘You are just as sharp as they said you were, Cottontail,’ he said, giving me an appreciative nod. ‘Publicly we are denying it, yes, but of course it was one of ours. I have no secrets from you.’
That gave me a chill. Why would a megalomaniac confess to me?
Unless he had no intention of letting me live…
After twenty minutes of posting similar campaign posters to all the customers on Stoat’s private list, Weasel began to feel a bit bored again.
The slight thrill of breaking a Rule had waned, and the two campaigners found themselves in ‘might-as-well-get-hung-for-a-sheep-as-a-lamb’ territory. It was time to up their game.
‘Ok,’ said Stoat. ‘What shall we send next?’
Weasel racked his brain for some campaign ideas. He thought for a moment of calling Selina. She’d know what to do. She’d been doing it all week. But he didn’t have her direct line, and the thought of going through Pincer felt a bit too much like asking her Dad for permission.
Instead he tried to conjure up some of the themes he’d seen Pincer’s crew use.
‘Let’s try this,’ he said. ‘How about we say that if we Remain in the LEAF League all the Gibbon’s will be allowed to join too, and then they’ll be free to come to Wild Wood and take our jobs.’
Stoat thought for a moment.
‘Is that…?’
‘True?’ said Weasel. ‘Of course not. But we’ll only need to share it around until the Vote closes.’
Stoat busied himself making a poster of a park full of Gibbons, and once it was on its way into the ether they looked at each other and tried to conjure up more ideas. After two minutes, when no new angles had presented themselves, Stoat went out into the corridor and came back in with as many large sheets of paper as his small arms could hold. He busied himself sticking the pieces of paper to the walls of his office. Then he turned to Weasel, handed him a marker pen and said with determination,
‘When you hit a wall: brainstorm!’
‘Relax, Miss Cottontail. Please.’
Easier said than done.
‘I see you have noticed my babies,’ Vulpine said, changing tack, and he got up and gazed into the Hornworm case. ‘Come. Things are about to get interesting.’
Despite the very real danger I felt I was in, I couldn’t help but get up and join him. The Hornworms were pulsing, their tight green skin quivering like a sack full of cats, and Vulpine’s gaze was almost ecstatic.
‘Are you familiar,’ he asked, ‘with parasitic wasps?’
Of course I was. I’d done my homework. It was one of the most disgusting things I could imagine.
‘I know that they look for the biggest, juiciest caterpillar they can find to lay their eggs into, and that the larvae hatch inside it, and keep it alive but paralysed while they slowly eat it from the inside, leaving only its vital organs intact.’
That made Vulpine smile. Maybe he saw me as a fellow fan of macabre insects.
‘Top marks, Cottontail. And do you know what happens next?’
As he said that, a small wound appeared in the skin of one of the Hornworms. Vulpine literally gasped with delight, and we observed, mesmerised, as a tiny larva wiggled its way out. It was sickening to watch.
‘Ah, how utterly perfect!’ said Vulpine.
I guess we were not on the same page.
A second larva wiggled free, then a third. Vulpine placed both his paws on top of the case and drank in the scene unfolding before him, a look of sheer delight on his face.
In a short space of time all the Hornworms were covered in a wriggling mass of larvae. The caterpillars’ heads moved slightly but as far as I could tell, in their paralysed state they had no idea what was going on behind them, as their living bodies were sucked dry, kept alive only until they had nothing left to give.
‘You know, Cottontail,’ said Vulpine, never once taking his eyes off the Hornworms, ‘when I was a young recruit I pioneered digital espionage, but my Commanders couldn’t see the value in it. I have spent my life working my way up to the top, and now I run the finest disinformation network in the world! Any news story, any election, anything at all that might affect the way the world runs, I can get my paws on it and push the news to my advantage.’
There it was again. Confession time. Somebody call me a hearse.
To be fair to him, Vulpine must have picked up on my mood. He tore his gaze away from the caterpillars and looked me straight in the eyes. It was a chilling stare.
‘Are you afraid of me, Cottontail?’ he asked.
Dumb question.
‘Of course I am. You are a Fox. I’m a Rabbit. The feeling runs pretty deep.’
‘No, not Foxes. I mean me.’
I knew exactly what he meant. I’d be a foolish bunny not to be scared from my tail to the tips of my ears.
He gave me a jovial smile.
‘My dear thing, you have nothing to fear. This time tomorrow you will be sitting back in Chandler’s drinking milky coffee and typing one of your entertaining blog posts.’
That was too much, too soon. How did he even know what I drank, let alone where?
‘You won’t let me go though, will you? Not now I have your confession.’
He laughed, actually laughed at that.
‘Look around you, Cottontail. Do you see any witnesses?’
Aside from the caterpillars and the portraits we were alone.
‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do,’ he continued, guiding me back to the bench. ‘I will tell you everything you want to know. You are a good journalist. You’ll find out eventually. I want to make it easier for you… to make up for the tranquiliser.’
That didn’t make sense.
‘Even without witnesses, that’s a bit risky isn’t it? I have a pretty trustworthy reputation.’
He gave me a patient smile and laid a hand on my shoulder.
‘Cottontail, first of all let me say I admire your wild optimism, that you think you can use ‘truth’ as a weapon.’
He had a point. Folks will believe anything these days.
‘And second,’ he said enigmatically, ‘you were never here…’




Chapter Twenty-Eight

 
THE INITIAL FLURRY of ideas soon petered out. Weasel and Stoat had listed all the animals who lived just beyond the borders of the LEAF League and decided they could try immigration posters with most of them. Then they looked again at what they could spend the money on if it didn’t get sent to the League.
With Stoat at the computer making posters, and Weasel sucking the end of his pen and dreaming up wild claims and slogans, the pair had got through an hour of ‘not-supposed-to-be-campaigning’, but as the morning turned to afternoon their enthusiasm levels had started to drop off.
‘This isn’t as easy as I’d imagined,’ said Weasel, wiping his lip where he had chewed too hard on his pen and the ink had come out.
‘We don’t have to carry on, if we don’t want to,’ said Stoat. He brought up a stats page. It showed that their morning’s work had already developed a life of its own as the posters were shared with friends of friends of friends and out into the big beyond.
Weasel looked at the figures and marvelled for a moment.
‘And all that’s just from us this morning?’
Stoat nodded. Weasel thought of Pincer and his team of twenty Dogs all as gifted as Selina, pumping out messages around the clock. He marvelled at the scale they must have reached, and it gave him a moment of deep understanding: Data really was the new Gold.
They sat in silence for a while, watching as the ‘sharing’ figures updated in real time. It was like watching their kittens grow.
‘Ok, that does it!’ said Weasel eventually. ‘Let’s keep pushing to the finish line. By this evening we’ll have earned our round in The Stump.’
They turned back to the wall full of scribbled ideas, hoping for new inspiration, but try as they might nothing new leapt out at them.
‘There must be some angle we haven’t tried,’ said Stoat, tapping his paw on the desk and flicking his tail at the legs of his chair.
‘It’s no good,’ said Weasel, shaking his head. ‘I’m not sure we can wring anything else out of this lot. We are just going to have to go off
piste.’
Stoat gave him a confused look.
‘Don’t worry, princess. You just type up what I say. Now, let me see…’
Weasel went over to the window and gazed out at the traffic.
‘I know! How about ‘Let’s keep our money and assure everyone gets a job’.’
Stoat dutifully typed the sentence, then looked at it and scratched his chin.
‘Is that… right?’ he asked, looking carefully for typos. Weasel looked over his shoulder and read it carefully too.
‘Looks right to me,’ he said.
‘No, hang on, I’m not sure,’ said Stoat. ‘Is it ‘assure’ or ‘ensure’?’
Weasel cocked his head on one side and looked as Stoat typed out both words next to each other.
‘I reckon it’s ‘assure’,’ said Weasel finally. ‘And anyway, if it’s wrong and someone points it out we can just say that our ordinary bloke has had enough of so-called educated folks telling him he isn’t talking proper.’
They both chuckled, and Stoat worked on a graphic to go with the slogan before sending the new poster out into the ether.
‘Do you know what, princess?’ said Weasel. ‘That’s just given me an idea…’
‘WHAT DO YOU mean, I was ‘never here’?’ I don’t mind confessing I was pretty scared at that point. I was way out of my depth, and defenceless, at the mercy of a Fox who could make me disappear without trace whenever he wanted.
‘Oh it really is quite simple,’ he said, with a twinkle in his eye. ‘You might choose to publish your account of whatever we talk about here today. Folks might even begin to believe it. But if they do I’ll simply prove, categorically, that you were somewhere else all day. You will be known as the young journalist who tried to convince the world she had taken a personal, voluntary confession from President Vulpine, when all the while she was sightseeing around the city.’
At the time that made no sense to me. I knew exactly where I was, and if something is true isn’t there always evidence, somewhere, to back it up? Turns out there is a good reason Foxes have that reputation for being cunning.
He left me trying to work out the meaning of his enigmatic riddle and skipped back to the Hornworm case, mesmerised by the wriggling larvae.
‘Your Toads are parasites, don’t you agree?’
I shrugged. It was hardly breaking news.
‘Everyone knows that Wild Wood has power,’ he continued. ‘It has status on the world stage. It has money. But do you feel rich?’
It was a fair, if obvious, point. In my lifetime, banks and businesses had collapsed and been rebuilt - Tarquin Toad the Third had seen to that - but everyone I knew seemed to have less than ever.
‘Your Toads have been hoarding. They have been hiding money, washing money. Really, their greed has been quite something to behold.’
The visual clue of the Hornworm wasn’t lost on me: the poor, green caterpillar, paralysed, hosting parasites that sucked it dry from the inside, and all the while being totally unaware of how crippled it was.
‘They even invited us in, once they saw how much money we needed cleaning. But then you know all about that, don’t you, because your brother did such clever digging.’
That was when I remembered Dug. I’d left him at the safe house, but where would he be now? Deep underground, if the past few months were anything to go by.
‘Your Toads do like to go on about playing by the rules. It has amazed me, watching from the side-lines, to see just how gullible many Wild Wooders can be, swallowing that ‘All Animals Are Equal’ line.’
Vulpine drew his gaze away from the Hornworms.
‘Which reminds me,’ he said, reaching for his phone. ‘There is something you must do.’
He handed the phone to me, open at the app for digital voting. My ‘confidential’ voting number was already keyed in. I didn’t bother to ask how. At the top of the screen was the question about membership of the LEAF League, and underneath it were three big buttons: ‘Leave’, ‘Remain’ and ‘Don’t Know’.
‘The citizens must have their say,’ Vulpine said. ‘I don’t want to be seen to stand in the way of Democracy.’
I cast my vote and watched until the wheel of death finished doing its thing and a cheerful message came on the screen thanking me for voting.
‘Good luck!’ said Vulpine, with a smile that said he knew that I knew the result would have nothing to do with luck.
‘TO BE FAIR, that’s not a bad angle actually,’ said Weasel, sticking a fresh piece of paper to the wall and selecting a barely chewed pen.
‘Er… ‘angle’ ?’ said Stoat.
‘Yes,’ said Weasel, ‘and it’s one we haven’t pushed nearly enough! Oh, how could I have been so careless?’
Stoat’s vacant expression reminded Weasel that not every creature in Wild Wood shared his speed of thought.
‘Experts, princess! They are the angle we should be pushing.’
‘Um… are they?’
Weasel took a patient breath and cut the other half of his campaign team some slack.
‘Look, imagine you are sitting at home now, or at work, and you are thinking of voting this evening. You are still undecided, even though for some unexplained reason you seem to keep getting our lovely campaign posters shared with you. With me so far?’
Stoat nodded, and tried to picture the scene.
‘Now I reckon,’ continued Weasel, ‘that the biggest obstacle stopping you from putting your cross in our box, even actually getting out of your house to vote in the first place, is a thought you share with so many Wild Wooders. You reckon that, on balance, you just don’t have a clue what the vote is all about.’
Stoat considered Weasel’s argument, and conceded its brutal honesty.
‘So you reckon yours truly might be telling the truth but, if you have half a brain you also suspect I might not be. Go on then, Stoatey, what do you do next?’
Stoat considered the scenario until Weasel showed signs of impatience.
‘Maybe check the facts online?’ he ventured.
‘I think that’s a very fair assumption,’ said Weasel. ‘And would we like them to do that?’
‘No?’ said Stoat tentatively, realisation dawning painfully slowly.
‘No we would not!’ said Weasel, confidently. ‘Because a well-informed opinion, at this late stage, is exactly what will keep our voter out of our clutches. So,’ he said, brandishing his pen like a wand, ‘when they go online we need to remind them how experts are the enemy. They must vote with their gut, not expert opinion.’
An echo of conversation from earlier in the week crept into Stoat’s memory. ‘We’ve had enough of experts…’
‘Ok,’ he said. ‘So what do we do?’
Rubbing his paws together Weasel sat next to Stoat and started firing off a new line in slogans.
‘We don’t call them experts, we call them…’ he searched inside his head for the right word. ‘We call them ‘Doom-mongers’. Yes, that’s it! Doom-mongers pushing their ‘Vision of Doom’.’




Chapter Twenty-Nine

 
‘So now you have voted, what shall we talk about?’
It would have been weird just standing next to any old Fox, but when he is the most powerful Fox in the world, and he wants to make small talk, that takes weird to a whole new level. I handed the phone back to him, and stalled for time to give myself a chance to think.
‘Who is the Fox?’ I asked, jerking my head towards the portrait of the elderly Fox on the wall.
Vulpine’s face softened until he almost looked friendly. It was horrible to see.
‘Ah, that is my dear father,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t be where I am today without his guidance.’
He stared at the picture of the old Fox, as if basking in its glow.
‘Did you ever learn how I made my fortune? I owe it all to him, you know.’ He bowed slightly before the portrait, almost as if receiving benediction.
Of course I knew the story. I dig deep, remember? But I needed time to think so I played dumb.
‘I’ve got a vague recollection of an acorn. Is that it?’
That seemed to please him, and he launched into what felt like a well-worn anecdote. Not bad for a city Rabbit, pulling a few power levers on President Vulpine himself.
‘That’s right. Well done! When I was young he gave me an acorn, and I sold it for a profit and bought two more from a neighbouring farmer. I sold those acorns, and I bought four more, and the next week at market I sold those and bought eight more. By the end of the month I’d made enough for thirty two acorns. By the end of the next month my basket was too small so I bought a cart. And then do you know what happened?’
‘You cornered the acorn market and started extorting money from Squirrels?’ I asked. I make bad jokes when I’m nervous. Not the smartest piece of evolution, but at least Vulpine seemed in a forgiving mood.
‘Now that’s not a bad idea!’ he said. Then, turning to address the portrait he added, ‘She’s smart, this one.’
I raised an eyebrow to acknowledge the compliment, but made sure I kept my wits about me. I didn’t want to get done by a cunning trick designed to get me off guard.
Vulpine held a satisfied smile on his face and said,
‘Better than that, though. My father died and left me his millions!’
I did smile at that. I already knew the punch line but, credit where it’s due, he’s got good timing. And, it had given me time to have an idea. I figured I might as well grasp the golden opportunity I had, even if I wasn’t ever going to be able to write about it later.
‘Ok, there is one thing I’d like to talk about.’
‘Ah, the wheels have turned! Anything, young Cottontail. To you I am an open book.’
Even now I still find it hard to believe what went on between us in his office that afternoon.
‘I keep digging to find the truth. That’s why folks read my stuff. But you? You just make things up. I know why you do it. It’s just a power play, right? But you seem so very good at getting away with it. So I guess if there is one thing I’d really like to know, it’s how.’
He nodded and gave me a knowing smile, like I’d just given him the right answer to a tricky sum without using a calculator.
Stepping over to the portrait of his father, he slid the lower edge of the frame to the right. A panel of wall moved an inch and he levered it open.
‘My den!’ he said, excitedly, and ushered me inside his secret room. I genuinely thought that was going to be it for yours truly.  A Rabbit in a secret room, in a private house, with the President of the Fox Nation. Call the undertaker.
The room had no windows, just a bank of monitors on one wall with a big black chair facing them.
‘Do sit,’ he said. The perfect host.
He used his phone to control the screens.
‘Here’s Commander Reynard’s Alternative Army, skulking in the basement, hard at work.’ He brought up shots of a brightly lit room, taken from different angles, with rows of Foxes typing away at computers. There were maybe two hundred of them! Straight away I just knew that must have been where Buck Wildheart had sent me his Friend Request from. The memory gave me chills.
‘We have specialists in social media, boosting messages around the clock. There’s a section for our own academics and specialists, another for tame journalists and news outlets. A few other bits and pieces. No point having everyone connected to the web if you aren’t going to take full advantage, don’t you agree?’
I didn’t, obviously. Right there on the screens in front of me was the reason it was so hard to get my own reports out into the world. I’ve got a fair few loyal readers who share my stuff around, but that’s nothing compared to the industrial scale Vulpine was working on.
‘I know Pride is unbecoming,’ he said, ‘but this unrivalled Army is probably the most powerful weapon currently operating in the world today, despite that rascal Pincer’s best efforts to rival me. Even so, some things are so secret I don’t even send them down to the Basement.’
‘Trust issues?’ I asked, and a vision of Mel came to me, waving goodbye from the top of the steps down to the river walk. I wondered would I ever see her again.
‘Not quite,’ he said. ‘I am ashamed to admit it, but even with such a powerful Army there are certain… quality control issues. Some jobs I find are still better with a personal touch.’
He laid a paw on my shoulder, claws sharp and extended, and said,
‘I think it’s time. Don’t you?’
THE FIRST ‘DOOM-MONGERS’ they went for were Toads and Economists, but pretty soon afterwards the adrenaline kicked in. It wasn’t long before any expert was fair game.
‘We’ve had enough of Dentists,’ tried Stoat, ‘telling us we need fillings and charging for the privilege.’
‘Absolutely. And what about Train Drivers?’ added Weasel. ‘Why should we let them take home their big pay packets just to sit at the front of the train? They don’t even need to steer!’
‘And Pilots! Overpaid freeloaders who get the best view and let computers do all the work!’
The two old friends collapsed in fits of laughter, caught up in the sheer joy of running the campaign as the clock ticked inexorably towards closing time for the Vote.
‘Hang on,’ said Weasel, drying his eyes and whipping out his phone. ‘I’ve got an insider I said I’d check in with just before the close. Let’s see what he can tell us…’
He speed-dialled his contact and stepped into the corridor to speak to him. When he strolled back into Stoat’s office his face was all smiles.
‘And…?’ said Stoat, desperate for a first sniff of how the Vote was going.
‘Stoat,’ said Weasel, not even bothering to fake a dramatic pause. ‘It looks like we might have just done it. Nothing official yet, but my insider is pretty bang on with this sort of thing.’
‘Really?’ said Stoat. He’d spent the week knowing that Pincer and Vulpine had promised a victory. However, getting the first hint of the result from an outsider…? That made it all the more real. Like he could almost touch it.
‘Just give me a tick, would you?’ Weasel said, and he nudged Stoat aside, placed his paws on the keyboard, and began to type:
Memo
From: Oliver Weasel
To: Premium Level Investors
Security Level: Full encryption - For Your Eyes Only
Ok chaps, you know I want to stay true to my word. When there's blood in the forest we all make a killing, so here's a little appetiser for you all. I've just had the first sneaky peak at the exit poll sniffs, and it looks like we've only gone and bloody done it! Straight up. I think this last day of ‘not-campaigning’ has really done the business for us. So... I’ll have to do the media rounds in a mo (they can't get enough of my mug on the box!). Anyway, here's the deal. I’m going to tell them I think we ran a good campaign but indications seem to say we've fallen short. You lot get on Wild Wood currency now before I go on, then watch the markets strengthen when they realise the LEAF League is safe. The value should rally quite nicely if I lay it on thick about how we've probably lost. After all, no-one should have a sniff of the polls yet (but you know me: Weasel by name, Weasel by nature!). The Vote result should be announced about half an hour after voting ends, once they’ve checked everything is above board. So any time between the Vote closing and the Result coming in just sell, sell, sell and I'll see you down The Stump where you can get the beers in and tell me how much you've made. And that's just a TASTE of the profits we can make as we work our magic to take down the LEAF League completely. Enjoy!
W




Chapter Thirty

 
‘You never did want to take over the world, did you?’ I asked. With his sharp claws on my shoulder I felt closer than I’ve ever been to the end of my own personal road, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned from books and movies it’s that the baddie will always spill the beans when they know they have you. At least I wouldn’t die in ignorance.
Vulpine chuckled, his eyes sparkling in the light coming from the bank of screens.
‘You are bright, Cottontail, I’ll give you that.’
He led us out of his den, back to the Hornworm case, and paused to watch as the larvae wound themselves into tiny white cocoons along the plump but fatally wounded green bodies.
‘Anyone who claims top spot will always be a target for the next rising power. I’m smart enough to know we Foxes will never have the strength to hold out against more powerful creatures.’
It was time to put my Hornworm theory to the test.
‘But you have picked sides, haven’t you?’ I said.
‘Oh yes, I most certainly have,’ he said. ‘Many, many years ago now.’
A wistful smile played across his lips.
‘And ‘Hornworm’ is the name of your grand plan, isn’t it? But it isn’t about you trying to get control of Wild Wood, or the LEAF League.’
‘Right again, Cottontail. Of course I would like a piece of the LEAF League action, but a smart Rabbit like you must already see that these local disputes are nothing more than scraps.’
He bent down at the water cooler to get himself a glass of water.
‘Now,’ he said, straightening up, ‘you’ve told me what you think Hornworm isn’t…’
When you have already jumped off a cliff there is no point being cautious. I plunged on.
‘Ok, President Vulpine,’ I said, plucking up all the courage I could muster to look him squarely in the eye. ‘I believe your real plan is to clear the way so the Tigers can muscle their way in to a place at the top table.’
Vulpine looked impressed.
‘That is not bad, Cottontail. There is a little more to it, but you are not far off. Wild Wood is a spent force, but is too arrogant to realise it. Inside the LEAF League it could maybe ride out the waves that are coming from the Tigers, but make no mistake those waves will be strong, and persistent, and only the fit will survive their onslaught.’
He cast a thoughtful gaze over the portrait of Machiavelli on the wall.
‘I have enjoyed reading articles about how I am a ‘master of the dark arts’, that I am using my skills to weaken existing trade links so we Foxes can force our way in. Very amusing… but wide of the mark. My single minded vision has been to weaken you all, by homing in on your individual weak spots and making you fight amongst yourselves.’
As if to prove his point he took his tablet and handed it to me.
‘Look at this,’ he said, and I wondered what could have made him look so visibly disgusted.
On the screen was a confidential memo from Oliver Weasel about shorting the markets.
‘See just how selfish your Weasel is, even now, looking to turn a dirty profit at Wild Wood’s expense. United, the LEAF League would remain too powerful even for the Tigers. But soon, thanks to useful idiots like Weasel, there will be no collective army, no collective voice in negotiations, everyone for themselves, trusting no one. I’m rather hoping I might even have done enough to get another run on the banks, and then Wild Wood will be almost as helpless, and as empty, as these Hornworms here.’
Looking at the poor, pathetic Hornworms, paralysed and dying, it was easy to see why he chose them for his codename.
‘You said I was almost right…?’
‘Yes because, make no mistake, Tigers don’t want to be welcomed to the top table… They want to own the table.’
He let that thought sink in for a moment before continuing.
‘I saw the change in the weather some years ago. So I travelled East, beyond the forests, and I made a deal with the Tigers. Whenever they put a new computer network in they agreed to give me a secret key to it. I could hack to my heart’s content, and any data I found I would use to bring the Tigers’ victory closer. They kept their paws clean; I earned a most powerful friend. A charming, beneficial, symbiotic relationship, don’t you think? In my small way I have helped lay a path for the Tigers and so, when the storms subside and Tigers are all powerful who do you think they will call upon as friends? Hmm?’
The rhetorical question floated in the hot air between us. It was a devilishly cunning plan, devastating in its reach. President Vulpine had been running that race for years and Wild Wood was still not out of the blocks. It seemed possible that they might yet keep a foothold in the game if the Vote kept them in the LEAF League, but they’d have to get up to speed pretty quickly.
I was already convinced that even if he let me live, Vulpine had killed my chances of blowing his whole operation wide open. He had, somehow, cunningly made sure no one would believe me if I told them. It was like being bound and gagged but having my eyelids clamped open and being forced to watch a Jack Russell sniffing at the warren entrance. I could see the coming carnage but couldn’t do anything about it.
But he hadn’t got to Mel.
I only hoped she had got the message to Toad in time.
Ivan carefully DESCENDED the narrow spiral staircase that led down from the top deck of the bus. He didn’t care that his bandaged foot hurt, or that both paws were cut and sore and hurt when he steadied himself on the handrail. He felt like a new Fox.
Commander Reynard had allowed him… no, had ordered him to spend the day on a sight-seeing bus, sitting on the top deck and taking lots of photos of everything he saw.
Especially clock towers.
Ivan hadn’t asked why. He had simply jumped at the chance to get out of the basement and finally see the colourful side of the city he had lived in for over a year. Today was, unquestionably, irrefutably and emphatically a happy day.
Even the absence of Gemini couldn’t take the shine off his day. He knew he had lost her now for good because, without knowing the first thing about her, there was no way he could find her. As a consolation, though, he had a new uniform and a sit-down job in the fresh air for which he was more than qualified.
Best of all, his Uncle was ‘pleased’ with him.
Now he had new orders. Upload the photos then head for the Lost Property desk at Toad Hall Station. Hand in the phone, with its pictures, then head back to the car.
Easy.
He stepped off the bus and walked as swiftly as he could manage to the Station, and then on to where the Sedan was parked. Straightening his uniform in the reflective glass, he carefully placed his peaked cap back on his bruised head, opened the driver’s door and got in. Only it wasn’t really the ‘driver’s’ door, he realised. It should more accurately have been called the ‘pretending-to-be-the-driver’s’ door.
The peaked cap had a built-in earpiece and Ivan heard Alexei’s voice telling him to grab the steering wheel, as he was ready to set off. Fifteen minutes of smooth driving across busy city streets later, the Sedan pulled into a leafy mansion neighbourhood and turned down the drive that led back to base.
‘The Commander said that you’ll find your next orders in a folder by the front door,’ said Alexei, before signing off.
The last time Ivan had received such brief orders on paper from the Commander it had led to him getting beaten up by a Kangaroo. Twice.
This time his orders were just to wait in the car for his next ‘ride’.
Nothing could be simpler.
‘WELL, MISS COTTONTAIL, it has been a most interesting visit, but I’m afraid it is time that we went our separate ways. The result of the Vote won’t be long now and I’m sure you would like to be back at your laptop when the news comes in.’
Vulpine ushered me to the door. He had spent our final half hour together being very forthcoming, and not just about his personal role with Hornworm. He gave me chapter and verse on Weasel, the Leave campaign, Salvatore… nothing was too much trouble. He even told me about Alexei, and how Buck Wildheart was his new chauffeur.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘but there is one more thing that will bug me if I don’t ask.’
To his credit, megalomaniac or not, he stopped and heard me out.
‘The white furry tablets in the other glass case? What are they?’
He seemed to think for a minute. Maybe I didn’t nail the description. Then he said,
‘Ah, my Silk Worms! A gift from the Tigers when I first went to see them. They produce the most beautiful thread, but the wasps would do them just as much damage if they got the chance. I keep them as a reminder, you see, of where my priorities lie. What I must protect and nurture, and what I can hollow out.’
Nice guy, that Vulpine. Don’t let him near your pets though.
He opened the door and gently guided me out. The office led on to a landing with a grand staircase. All the walls were covered with objects and pictures that spoke boldly of Fox culture, but I was only allowed to enjoy them briefly.
‘I’m afraid I must ask you to put this on again,’ he said, handing me the eye-mask.
Just when I had begun to think I was actually going to get out of there alive, his gesture pulled me up short. It was like the actions of a very considerate executioner. The sort who might promise to chop your head off on the count of three but then does it after ‘One!’
All heart.
I took the mask from him and plucked up the courage to look him in the eye one last time before I put it on.
‘You won’t win,’ I said, trying to sound brave, even though I was turning to jelly inside. ‘Not every animal in Wild Wood is gullible enough to fall for your tricks.’
He seemed to consider that carefully for a moment.
‘But I don’t need every animal,’ he said. ‘I just need enough. And there are enough in Wild Wood to suit my needs. Animals who dwell on Wild Wood’s successful past, who like to think that, because their ancestors overcame difficulties in the past then the current crop of Toads and Weasels must be talented enough to help them do the same, as if it is some genetic characteristic.’
What struck me was just how calm, how matter-of-fact he was about what he was saying. He wasn’t some power crazy megalomaniac. Far from it. It was just like he was explaining an obvious chess move. These are my opponent’s weaknesses and here is how I can exploit them. Simple.
‘Now please, put on the eye-mask.’ He must have seen the terminal thoughts I was having because he added, ‘Oh don’t worry. You will be quite safe. I just don’t want you to see where I live, in case you do anything foolish like publish my address. I will personally lead you to a car with blacked out windows. You may take your eye-mask off once you are inside. The driver will take you home safely. You have my word.’
He held my paw and guided me down some stone steps and into the back seat of a car that smelled very like the Sedan I had been bundled into earlier that day.
‘I’m going to leave you now and I don’t expect we will meet again,’ he said. ‘As a parting gift, if you wait until you hear me close the car door before you take the eye-mask off then I will promise both you and your brother freedom from Fox attacks. You are both good at your jobs, and I want you both out there, spreading your wild theories about me to the world. Why would I want to keep you quiet? Conspiracy theories just add to the noise these days, so feel free to do your worst.’
I settled back into the comfortable, padded seat and nodded to let him know I understood. I didn’t know how much I could trust his word, but if there was even a slim chance I could get the Foxes off my back then I was absolutely going to grasp it with both paws.
‘Do have a safe journey home. I trust you have found your visit… educational. I’m very sorry that no one will believe anything you write about what you think you might have done today. My driver will see you safely back to Chandler’s. On the way he will take you to pick up your phone that has kindly been handed in to Lost Property at Toad Hall Station. It appears that you have spent today sightseeing and taking photographs. How helpful of you to take pictures of all the clocks in public places that you saw! That should make it terribly easy for folks to see you were never here at all.’




Chapter Thirty-One

 
Toad sent a message through to his secretary that he was not to be disturbed until at least lunchtime, and then only if it was a matter of national security.
Thank goodness Higgins had come when she did! Her news, if it were true, required him to act fast or significant sums could be lost.
At least if the result of the Vote didn’t go his way, it was fixable ex post facto. His reputation might take a hit but it would surely bounce back once evidence of skulduggery surfaced. Slippery Daves up and down the land would doubtless see that he was not to blame.
However, in the meantime the economy of Wild Wood could take a serious pounding from which, if Vulpine’s fiendish plan worked, it may never recover.
Toad stood at the mantelpiece and lit a ‘thinking cigar’. It was still morning but, realising he was facing what amounted to a National crisis, he decided it would also be acceptable to have a brandy, to steel his nerves for the task ahead. He pulled the cord for Phillips and sat down to await his brandy in his favourite, padded leather armchair.
The alcohol began to help straight away. What had seemed like a fairly desperate situation of economic mayhem had gradually morphed into a potential opportunity.
Vulpine may be a cad, but while he still thinks I don’t know what he is up to…
Toad took the paper napkin on which his brandy stood and smoothed it out so he could use it to make some rudimentary calculations.
‘If we move this to here…, sell those…, switch investment to that…, hmmm…’
He looked at his calculations. They didn’t quite break even. It was better than the catastrophic loss to be faced if he did nothing, but it still left the finances in the red.
Toads throughout the years had been known for their clever tricks with money. He knew he had it in him to do better, if he could only summon up the spirit of his ancestors and stand on the shoulders of those financial giants. It was in his blood, wasn’t it?
He tried a different combination of moves and this time the numbers broke even.
‘Not bad,’ he said, ‘but can I go further and even turn a profit?’
Never one to shirk a challenge, Toad set to work again. For half an hour his pen was either moving frenetically over the napkin calculations or being sucked and chewed in his wide, moist lips. Digits were added, subtracted, shifted, hidden, reallocated, and reinvented in a dozen different complex webs of financial chicanery. Eventually, he put the pen down with satisfaction, drained his brandy and double-checked the numbers.
So, Foxy Vulpine, you thought you could get one over on me did you? Well, just you wait and see my counter move…




Chapter Thirty-Two

 
The morning after the result came in the streets looked like the terraces at the end of a Cup Final. I have never seen folks so bothered about the outcome of a Vote before. It was almost like a new religion to many of them.
Jubilant Leave voters were openly celebrating their freedom from the LEAF League and all the nasty things they blamed it for. Meanwhile, Remain voters huddled in dazed groups, like bereaved families, wondering exactly how they had let the most winnable Vote in memory slip through their paws.
The Result was close. When you looked at the chart for ‘Leave’, ‘Remain’ and ‘Don’t Know’ you had to look pretty carefully to see that ‘Leave’ was the biggest of the three.
But it was.
Indisputably.
Phrases like ‘the Will of the Animals’ and ‘the largest Democratic exercise in History’ featured heavily in a lot of the online reports. I remember wondering exactly how many of those reports owed their popularity, or even their very existence, to Vulpine’s basement Army of media manipulators. Fair play to him, though. There is nothing stopping anyone else doing what he does. Currently, he just seems to be the best at it.
And of course, I can’t tell you about any of that, because I was apparently enjoying a bus-top tourist trip through the city all afternoon when I definitely wasn’t President Vulpine’s special guest.
In the months that followed the Vote, many at Toad Hall were reluctant to hurry up the paperwork on taking Wild Wood out of the LEAF League, at least until there was a solid plan in place for keeping Wild Wood financially afloat afterwards.
Tarquin Toad the Third retired to his caravan, as planned, the day after the Result came in. Despite Mel’s visit he had done nothing to prepare our national coffers for the lean years ahead. A rumour went around that he had even spent his last day as Prime Minister sorting his family finances out, and had made himself a handsome profit when the Result was announced and Wild Wood wobbled. I haven’t seen the evidence for that, but I have noticed quite a few Toads quietly squirreling their investments away, shifting funds out of Wild Wood and expanding their portfolios of Tiger stock.
After a season of political wrangling Weasel has started to pop up all over the place again, demanding Toad Hall hurries things along. He’s made a point of harking back to when Wild Wood succeeded in the Second Orchid War: ‘If we survived that onslaught from the Rats, we can survive leaving the LEAF League!’
His brand of selective nostalgia plays really well with his supporters. He definitely has a way with his troops. Of course, you can see he works a lot with Pincer these days too, if you follow him closely, so he’s probably getting some pretty heavyweight advice and assistance. Between those two and Vulpine it is a job to know how anyone ever gets to see any real news these days.
Which, I guess, is the only upside of this whole sorry tale for me. I chose not to write up my Vulpine meeting. How could I? He had me all ends up. But that afternoon in his overheated office did give me a sharper lens through which to watch the world. I publish what I see, and my following has grown ten times bigger in just over two months. I’m even getting to be so popular that I’m a target again, only this time it’s just Weasel’s supporters. They don’t worry me. When you have been an Enemy of the State and you’ve had one of Vulpine’s Foxes on your tail, a bit of online trolling is water off a duck’s back.
Some of my stories have done better than others. I blew Pincer’s digital project wide open. That was big news for a while. I wrote up all the links I could find between Weasel and Vulpine. I published what I had on Weasel and Stoat’s little foray into misusing personal data.
They all got me a much bigger following.
But what has really happened about all that shady stuff so far?
Diddly, that’s what.
And in the meantime, until the whole Vote thing gets sorted out nothing is getting done in Wild Wood. The whole place is grinding to a halt. There’s a lot of angry animals out there urging the Toads to get on with leaving the LEAF. But then, there’s even more animals imploring the Toads to stop and think about whether it really is a good idea. Tempers fray. Debates get shouted down.
It looks like President Vulpine really is, ultimately, the most cunning player in the Game after all.
None of us can say what the future holds, but my best guess is that when the dust settles we will all be hankering after the good old days before Toad called that Vote.
Anyway, until then you can find me here, in Chandler’s, rolling my eyes at the way things are turning out and feeling pretty powerless to do anything about it. If you ever feel the same, why not come on down? I’d be happy to share a table and we could put the world to rights.
Just remember, it takes a lot more than a reasonable argument to win the day.
OH, AND DUG, if you are reading this, it’s safe to come home now…
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