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TO KASPER.

THANKS FOR THE LAUGHS, THE INSPIRATION,

THE SMILES AND FOR BEING A CAPTIVE AUDIENCE.

SOCKS AND TOTO DO RESPECTFULLY ASK IF YOU

WOULDN’T MIND BEING A LITTLE LESS ‘GRABBY’.
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PROLOGUE

The mist was still heavy on the water when the unlikely pair of old friends emerged from the bushes at the top of the beach and made their way down to the water’s edge to collect their quarry.

The rat and stoat were poachers. They had hidden in the undergrowth for the last few hours, ever watchful for the prying eyes of the human gamekeeper and his terrifying, bloodthirsty scent hound. The dog, Herbert, and the gamekeeper, Colin, had fearsome reputations for chasing down trespassers on their land (in spite of their not-so-scary names!). So any animal out in the cold spring dawn had better keep their wits about them, or risk being torn to shreds.

[image: Slowly, the pair]

Slowly, the pair stretched out their tired limbs – they were frozen stiff and eager to get back to the warmth of their fires. Both the old pals had been poachers for as long as they could remember, though they didn’t like the term being used in a negative way. As far as they and most animals were concerned, this was as much their land as any human’s. Their fathers and mothers and grandparents before them had all taken the prized salmon and trout from the shores of the loch. Herbert and Colin weren’t about to stop them now.

ARCHIE MACTABB, the smaller of the two, was a thin wiry stoat with brown fur and a brilliant-white underbelly. He was famed across the whole of the Scottish wilds for his quick thinking and ability to wriggle his way in and out of the tiniest cracks and burrows in the ground. He was the first to move from their hiding place, his small feet padding quickly across the smooth beach to the shoreline, where he began to scratch around in the sand to uncover a rope tied to an iron peg. He shook the sand from the rope and began to haul in their net from the chilly water as fast as he could.

‘What on earth is your hurry, Archie?’ His friend smiled as he ambled down to the water’s edge. SANDY CAMPBELL was an impressive-looking rat. Dressed in a waxed jacket and flat cap he was every inch the Scottish gentleman. He was loved and admired by most of the wild animals in Scotland and widely regarded as the KING OF THE POACHERS.

‘Well, for one thing I’m stone-cold and hungry, and I’d quite like to get back to my warm farmhouse. Plus, if we don’t haul in these fish and get them to our customers by eight o’clock there’ll be hell to pay. So do me a favour and come and give me a hand. Less chat, more do!’

‘OK, OK, don’t get your fur in a tangle. I’m coming,’ the rat replied cheerfully.

The haul was good; a bounty of trout and crayfish meant that the poachers could look forward to a well-earned rest.

‘We’ll get these loaded on to the cart, three drop-offs and a bag of crayfish for each of us and we’re home dry,’ said Sandy as he stopped to mop his brow with a hanky. ‘Odd that the mist is still on the water. You’d have thought it would have gone by this time.’

As Sandy glanced at his friend for a response, he recognised the look of sheer terror in the small stoat’s eyes and knew immediately what it meant. He turned to see the ENORMOUS HOUND and its owner emerging from a nearby bush. The poachers weren’t the only ones who had been watching and waiting – they’d been beaten at their own game and now they’d pay the price.

‘This is the last time you two will get the better of me,’ Herbert snarled, his enormous razor-sharp fangs covered in drool. Colin leered down at them with an evil grin on his face.

[image: ‘I’m sorry, Archie,’ Sandy gulped]

‘I’m sorry, Archie,’ Sandy gulped. ‘Looks like we’ll not be making it home this time.’

The mist was now so thick he could barely see his paw in front of his face, but it didn’t matter; from this distance there could be no escape. For the briefest of moments Sandy thought he heard a DISTANT HOWL, probably just some old cat on the way home. He shut his eyes and waited for the end … and waited, and once again … waited. Nothing. He dared to open one eye for a peek, and almost had to close it again in shock: Colin was running away clutching his arm in pain and Herbert was rolling around in agony, yelping, scratch marks on his face.

He turned bewildered to his partner. ‘Well, that was a surprise. I didn’t know you had it in you!’ But his friend ignored him, staring in shock at a rock behind the rat. Sandy turned and looked up to see the mist part and there, standing on top of the outcrop on its hind legs, was an ENORMOUS, MAJESTIC CAT. To the untrained eye it looked like a big domestic tabby, but both Sandy and Archie knew exactly who it was and they could barely believe their eyes.

[image: The cat stood]

The cat stood motionless for a second or two, seemingly studying the pair, then a small but definite smile crossed its face. It gave the tiniest of nods to Sandy and Archie and then, with a leap, it was gone. As the figure vanished, so too did the mist that surrounded the loch.

Herbert had now got to his paws and went howling off after his human as Sandy helped his friend up.

‘Who’d have thought it,’ Archie said in awe. ‘After all these years.’

Sandy nodded, speechless. He was just as amazed, but there was something else on his mind … He’d have to get word to his friends in London: THE LEGENDARY WILDCAT WAS BACK.
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