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      Puff was late. Again.

      The small, gray squirrel scampered up the side of the Great Tree’s trunk and its bark of mottled whites, browns and greens. In the distance, a crow cawed. Puff, his cheeks stuffed full of precious cargo, was supposed to meet Sir Pattercloud here when the sun went down. Instead, he had gotten distracted by some very delicious looking acorns in the park and had been so focused on gathering them, that he lost track of time. The knight would not be happy. After all, despite his size, Puff was his squire.

      Tomorrow would be a very important day, when the champions of the three squirrel clans would fight in the Tournament of Oaks. The contest would decide which clan would rule the park for the next set of seasons—a ritual that had been going on for generations, ever since Hecklestep the Great had united them.

      Puff’s clan, the Grays, had ruled the park peacefully for most of his life. The even-tempered Browns just wanted to gather nuts and berries and such and raise their families in peace. Puff’s closest squirrel friend, Tinderbug, was a member of Clan Brown. But oh, the squirrels of Clan Black. They were never happy. Always scheming, hoarding, plotting. Their leader, Scratchclaw, was one of dark moods and foul tantrums. He was never happy and often accused the other clans of stealing and moving against them.

      Most regular squirrels avoided the section of the park Clan Black inhabited, an area of overgrown shrubs, vines and weeds. Most squirrels, that is, except Puff. You see, there was a tree with the most delicious cherries he had ever tasted, and Puff couldn’t keep away. He had ventured into the Blacks’ territory more than a few times to enjoy such a tasty fruit. His curiosity was stronger than his fear.

      Puff scrambled up the last few steps and got to the nook at the top of the main trunk, where the Great Tree split off into four main sections. Each of the three limbs symbolized one of the three main clans. The fourth, an old, rotting section, was rumored to represent an old clan that was no longer in the park. But it was only a rumor.

      He hadn’t had time to bury his acorns beforehand, so Puff carefully spit each one out from his mouth into his little front paws. He piled them into a corner between the trunk and a branch, hoping they would be safe. Squirrels were known to take acorns that weren’t theirs because that’s just what some squirrels did.

      “Running behind schedule, are we?” said a regal looking squirrel.

      Puff looked down, embarrassed. Pattercloud towered over him, his light gray fur perfectly manicured. The much taller squirrel was dressed in fitted boots with a broadsword slung from his side. Truthseeker, the Greatsword of Clan Gray, was the Knight Captain’s weapon. Each champion wielded the Greatsword of their respective clan.

      “I’m sorry, Sir Pattercloud,” Puff began, and then the words just tumbled out. “I got distracted and there were just so many acorns and I couldn’t stop, you should have seen them, and…”

      “This is a common problem with you,” said the Knight Captain, disapprovingly. “If you want to be a knight someday, you’ll need to improve your focus. Except that’s not entirely true. You’ll need to improve your choices as to what you focus on, right?”

      “Errrrm, yes sir,” responded Puff absentmindedly, taking a moment to peer out the corner of his eye to make sure his acorns were safe from other squirrels.

      “Puff!”

      The little squirrel immediately looked up. Sir Pattercloud rarely raised his voice.

      “Yes?”

      “What did I just say?”

      “That, umm, sometimes, I umm…might not, you know…uh, I’m sorry, can you repeat what you said again?”

      Sir Pattercloud let out a long sigh.

      “How many acorns did you bring with you?”

      “Five,” said Puff without a second of hesitation before realizing he had answered too quickly.

      The Knight Captain shook his head and smiled.

      “Don’t know when your lesson starts but know exactly how many acorns you have.” Sir Pattercloud paused for a moment. “You’re a good squirrel Puff, but, among other things, you have a lot to learn. Like how to determine what is most important. One thing you don’t need to learn is how to forage—I know of no one better at getting those cherries in the corner of the park than you.”

      “You know about the cherries?” asked Puff, genuinely surprised.

      The knight laughed, a wide smile causing his whiskers to pull back. Puff had always been secretive about his trips to gather his cherished red cherries.

      “Besides protecting the interests of Clan Gray, my charge is to also look after you. I was once a young squirrel too, you know. I even got in trouble a time or two,” said the Knight Champion with what Puff swore was a mischievous grin.

      “You did?” Puff had never imagined Sir Pattercloud getting into trouble.

      “Yes, but that’s a tale for another time. Now, go get your weapon.”

      Puff grabbed his sticksword, a twig big enough to fight with but safe enough for practice. He then gathered up his acorns, placed them carefully back in his mouth, and followed Sir Pattercloud down to the training area on the stump behind the Great Tree.
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      “Again,” said Sir Pattercloud.

      They were only stickswords, but they still hurt when one hit you. The two squirrels had been sparring for a good bit, and Puff was panting from the effort. His chest hurt where Sir Pattercloud had stuck him multiple times.

      “You have to keep your guard up, Puff,” continued Sir Pattercloud.

      Puff would have kept his guard up if his arms weren’t so tired. He wondered if he should stop sneaking off and eating so many cherries.

      “Sorry,” Puff replied meekly.

      Sir Pattercloud lowered his sticksword and absentmindedly stroked his whiskers with his other hand, something the Knight Captain always did when he was thinking. He walked toward Puff and put his paw underneath his squire’s chin, lifting his head up.

      “Look at me.”

      Puff hesitated, but did as asked.

      “You are a caring, noble squirrel,” Sir Pattercloud continued. “Remember when Old Lucy hurt her leg, and you collected acorns for her, so she would have enough to eat over the winter?”

      “Well, no one should go hungry,” said Puff sheepishly.

      “Precisely. You have a great heart, Puff. But I need you to focus. This training is important, because someday you will represent Clan Gray as their Knight Captain. Now, ready your sticksword!”

      Puff straightened his helmet, which was made from a leaf wrapped with spider silk. Clan Gray had made a deal. In return for the promise of not disturbing their webs, the spiders graciously supplied silk to the squirrels. It was especially helpful at reinforcing the practice armor Puff wore.

      The knight backed up a few paces and held his sword straight up. Puff did the same. He heard what Sir Pattercloud said, but he had his doubts. He didn’t want to let him down, but it was easy to see Puff was small, even for a young squirrel. He often wondered if he would big able to succeed his master.

      “En garde.”

      Sir Pattercloud came at Puff with a series of feints1, then slashed at Puff’s head. Puff parried2 with his sticksword, but was pushed back by the suddenness of the swing.

      “Your rear paw work, Puff. Always remember your paws. Your stance is very important.”

      Puff consistently had a hard time coordinating his front paws with his rear. Puff tried to push those doubts out of his head, so he focused on his rear paws. When he did, Puff’s sticksword was quickly knocked from his grasp.

      “Don’t forget about your front paws, my boy,” chided Pattercloud.

      There was a high-pitched chittering sound from nearby. Annoyed, Puff looked over to see his best non-squirrel friend laughing. Nibbles the chipmunk, or Nibs as her close friends called her, always reveled in Puff’s mistakes and misadventures. But he wouldn’t trade their friendship for anything. Besides, the chipmunk could carry more nuts in her mouth than any squirrel he knew, even more than his other best friend Tinderbug. Nibs was beyond helpful when gathering acorns. She and Puff often laughed at each other’s lighthearted misfortune, as all good friends should.

      “Don’t let him get the best of you,” Nibs squeaked. “Sir Pattercloud deserves a good poke!”

      “Shh,” said the knight. “Chipmunks shouldn’t interrupt a squirrel’s lessons.”

      Nibs muttered something under her breath while Puff collected himself. This time, he decided to take the offensive. The small squire swung twice and Pattercloud parried, blocking each one effortlessly. Puff set his footwork for a lunge, but then brought his sticksword over the top in an unconventional move, although a little off balance. Sir Pattercloud, expecting the lunge, countered low. Puff caught his mentor in the shoulder but needed to swish his tail to keep from losing his balance. A look of surprise crossed the older squirrel’s face, quickly followed by a grin.

      “Bravo, Puff! Bravo!” Sir Pattercloud exclaimed. “I always said there’s a solid nut between those two furry ears.”

      Puff couldn’t hold back a smile.

      “Now, don’t let that go to your head, mind you. But you’ve made a lot of progress as of late. That’s enough for today. Go say hello to your friend, and make sure you get my metal breastplate polished before you go to sleep tonight. The day after tomorrow is very important. I’m going to go home for a bit, then take a stroll.”

      Sir Pattercloud left, whistling as he went. The knight always enjoyed going on long walks. Nibbles scampered up to the flat surface of the stump, looking around carefully for any signs of danger.

      “I can’t believe you caught Sir Pattercloud on the shoulder like that! When are we going to get some acorns? You haven’t seen that cat around anywhere, have you?”

      It was easy for chipmunks to start three conversations at once. Puff decided to answer the last question first.

      “I haven’t seen the cat since a few days past,” said Puff, removing his helmet. He placed it on the ground next to his sticksword.

      “That’s good. I was gathering nuts the other day, and I could swear he was salivating3 behind the window he always sits in.”

      “Where were you gathering nuts?”

      “At the end of the park, by the cluster of oaks.”

      “Be careful Nibs. That cat is dangerous.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to tell me about it. I know.” Nibs pointed to the spot where a piece of her ear was missing.

      “Well, there’s no cat around now,” observed Puff.

      “Perfect! Let’s go grab some acorns.”

      “Ok, but I can’t be long. Sir Pattercloud won’t be happy with me if his armor isn’t shiny enough. It needs to gleam.”

      The pair bounded off, eager to start their search. And, not for the first time, Puff had already forgotten about the sparring gear he had left behind.
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      Puff took a break. He had been vigorously scrubbing Sir Pattercloud’s armor, but his arms were tired and his belly was full. Too full. He had eaten a lot of acorns when he was out with Nibs, and now his stomach hurt.

      Sir Pattercloud’s home was nice—much nicer than most squirrels’ homes. It had a foyer, a grand living room, and even a formal fireplace. Puff had spent a lot of time here, especially after the long, cold winter that claimed his parents a few seasons past. The warmth of this place had filled the void left by their absence.

      On the mantle were all the trophies Sir Pattercloud had won over the years, including the Golden Acorn from the Tournament of Oaks. It had been years since he had been defeated in combat, and with a few more victories, he’d be the most decorated champion in  Clan Gray’s history. Puff thought about that…being champion. It seemed like such a foreign idea to him. Oh, he’d catch Pattercloud now and again with a sticksword, but that wasn’t a real sword and it certainly wasn’t real combat. Puff was merely a squire. Daydreaming was one thing, but he had a long way to go and a long way to grow before he could even think seriously about being a champion.

      Truthseeker, the real sword, was proudly displayed and hung above the trophies. It was one of the three squirrel Greatswords. When each clan had won their independence, the swords had been forged together in a great fire using metal from their defeated enemies’ weapons. Puff looked up at it admiringly.

      There was a knock on the door, and it creaked open slightly.

      “Hello?” called out a familiar voice.

      “Come in, Tinderbug. It’s just me. Sir Pattercloud has gone out for a walk.”

      Tinderbug snuck her mostly brown head inside, making sure it was only Puff. Then she squeezed herself between the doorframe and the door and closed it behind her.

      “Whatcha doin?” asked Tinderbug inquisitively.

      “Polishing armor and digesting acorns. More of the latter, actually,” replied Puff, being honest. “Nibs and I ate too much. What are you doing here?”

      “Just checking up on you before the big festivities start tomorrow.”

      “Oh, I’m fine. I don’t have to fight.”

      “Well, someday you will.”

      “Maybe. I mean, I have to grow some first. And practice more.”

      “A lot more practice,” agreed Tinderbug. Then she followed her answer up with a question Puff wasn’t anticipating. “Do you ever get scared?”

      “Of what?”

      “Fighting.”

      “I try not to think too much about it,” Puff replied dismissively1. It was also a lie.

      “So you’re sitting here polishing Sir Pattercloud’s armor and not thinking about ever having to be a knight someday?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      Tinderbug seemed unconvinced.

      “I don’t believe you. I mean, we’re pretty good friends, Puff.”

      “Only pretty good?”

      “Okay. Really good. And really good friends always tell each other the truth, right?”

      “They’re supposed to, I guess.”

      “Well, I was just wondering if fighting crosses your mind. Because if it were me, it would. A lot.”

      Puff sat up.

      “You want me to be really honest?” Tinderbug nodded affirmatively. “Okay. I think about it all the time. Over and over. I know Pattercloud says he believes in me, but sometimes…I don’t know. I mean, I practice hard and I’m getting better at swordplay. So that’s something, I guess.”

      “That is something,” agreed Tinderbug.

      Puff was a full head shorter than Tinderbug, but she had never directly asked him about his size before. She could sense his discomfort, and decided to change the subject.

      “What do you think about Scratchclaw fighting this year?”

      “I think it’s weird.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, he’s never fought before. No clan leader has ever fought before.”

      “Well, truth be told, Crinklehat would make a terrible Knight Champion. He can barely stand, even with his twigstaff.”

      Puff laughed. The leader of Clan Gray was indeed old and couldn’t hold a proper sword.

      “Rustleleaf wouldn’t fare much better,” countered Puff, mentioning the leader of Clan Brown. Tinderbug nodded in agreement. “Which is why I think it’s odd that Scratchclaw has a sudden interest in fighting.”

      “He’s mean enough to fight,” offered Tinderbug, “but he always hides behind others to do his dirty work. The thought of Scratchclaw winning gives me the willies. I hope Hustlefoot wins tomorrow.”

      “Of course you do,” said Puff, “You’re a brown squirrel. He’s your champion. And I hope Sir Pattercloud beats him when they fight for the championship…just like last year.”
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      The lower limbs of the Great Tree were jam-packed with gray squirrels of all shapes and sizes and ages. They included fat squirrels, skinny squirrels, old ones, and young ones. At the center of all was Sir Pattercloud, who stood next to Crinklehat. Sir Pattercloud lifted his left paw, trying to quiet Clan Gray’s loud chittering.

      “Quiet! Quiet please. The meeting will now come to order,” said the Knight Captain in a commanding tone. The chittering fell off but didn’t stop. Puff, sitting off to the side, cringed because he knew what was coming next. Sir Pattercloud had two main moods, alternating between kindness and strict order. Luckily, he was almost always kind to Puff, who could feel the next line coming before he heard it.

      “Listen here, you rabble of nut-chasing crazies, if you don’t calm down I will personally ferret out all your secret acorn stashes and eat them myself!” Some squirrels gasped. Everyone went silent. Sir Pattercloud cleared his throat.

      “Good. Now that I have your attention, I’d like to give the floor to the honorable Crinklehat, Clan Gray elder and head of the Council of Squirrels.”

      Crinklehat, leaning on his twigstaff, hobbled forward. The elderly squirrel had a completely white chin and a single whisker that was bent in the middle, humorously pointing straight up.

      “Hello to the assembled of the great Clan Gray. We are here on the eve of the Tournament of Oaks, where the rulership of the squirrel clans shall be determined. As you know, for the longest while, Clan Gray has won the tournament. But nothing is guaranteed in life, so once again Sir Pattercloud will be representing the Grays as their champion.

      “As tradition dictates, the lower two clans will battle first. The winner of the fight between Clan Brown and Clan Black will then challenge Clan Gray. As in all tournaments, quarter will be given1 when asked for as honor and tradition call for.

      Puff tapped Sir Pattercloud on the arm to get his attention.

      “What does quarter mean?”

      The knight leaned closer to Puff. “It means that you can stop the fight if you feel you’ve been beaten.”

      Puff nodded his head in understanding as Crinklehat continued.

      “I will now field any questions from the clan. If there are none, I shall see you all at the gathering place on the ‘morrow. When the sun meets the horizon, the champions of Clan Brown and Clan Black will battle.”

      There was a dull murmur amongst the assembled squirrels. Puff looked around. No one seemed to be asking any questions, but he had one.

      “Excuse me,” said Puff, but no one seemed to hear him over the din of squirrel conversation.

      “I have a question,” Puff said as loudly as he could, immediately regretting his decision, as all eyes moved to him and the entirety of Clan Gray seemed to go mute at once. Crinklehat turned slowly to face Puff.

      “Yes Puff, Squire to the Knight Captain. Ask your question.”

      Puff swallowed hard. He could feel everyone’s attention on him.

      “So,” he started, summoning up the courage to continue, “I don’t trust Clan Black. What would happen if honor weren’t upheld? If a champion didn’t follow tradition?”

      Crinklehat began laughing. At first it was a silent chuckle. Then it got louder and louder, and soon all the squirrels of Clan Gray had joined in the laughter. All except Sir Pattercloud, who remained stone faced.

      “My child,” responded the elder squirrel, “honor and tradition are what hold the clans together. Without those things, it would all fall apart.”

      Squirrels continued to laugh. Puff’s cheeks burned, both from embarrassment and anger. His whiskers and ears pulled back, revealing his emotions. Puff wanted to yell and hide at the same time, wishing to be anywhere but here right now. He could feel tears forming, but he fought them back. Instead, Puff shrunk back into himself, hoping all would soon forget his question.

      Eventually, the laughter subsided. There were no further questions for Crinklehat, so he adjourned the gathering. Members of Clan Gray scurried away in all directions, probably in a quest for more acorns. Puff felt a paw on his shoulder. He looked up.

      “Squire Puff.”

      It was Sir Pattercloud.

      “You asked a very important question.”

      It seemed Sir Pattercloud was in one of his benevolent2 moods again.

      “Whether others can see the importance of your inquiry is another topic entirely.”

      “But what about Clan Black?” Puff blurted out, upset. “What does their leader care about tradition? He doesn’t respect anything!”

      Sir Pattercloud squeezed Puff’s shoulder reassuringly.

      “Clan Gray has won the Tournament of Oaks for as long as I can remember, and more times than any other clan. As long as I’m Knight Captain, you won’t need to worry.”

      Puff secretly hoped Sir Pattercloud was right, but he had seen up close what the Blacks could do. What they had done to other squirrels, like ones who were unsuccessful in trying to sneak cherries from their territory. Despite the Knight Captain’s assurances, Puff had his doubts. He had ventured into Clan Black territory enough to know they didn’t operate the same as the other clans.
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      The tinny sound of miniature trumpets filled the air, marking the beginning of the Tournament of Oaks. As tradition dictated, it was held at dusk in a corner of the park that was mostly hidden from prying eyes, except for the occasional chipmunk, like Nibs.

      Branches and limbs of the surrounding trees were covered with squirrels, segregated by clan colors. Clan Brown on one side and Clan Black on the other. Gray squirrels were seated in the middle.

      Puff stood next to Sir Pattercloud taking in the spectacle of the opening ceremonies, including a parade of squirrel musicians and dancers. He wasn’t sure where Tinderbug was, probably seated with her friends from Clan Brown. Strictly speaking, chipmunks weren’t allowed at the event, but he was sure Nibbles would sneak a peek from somewhere. Puff could see acorn bets being placed at a furious pace by squirrels wagering on the upcoming duel.

      Last year’s challenger to Sir Pattercloud, Hustlefoot the Second, was Clan Brown’s champion once again. For years, Scratchclaw had let other members of his clan volunteer to fight, but the embarrassment of last year’s events changed things. The entrant from Clan Black, Hissdribble, had run away after being hit squarely in the mouth by Hustlefoot’s clenched paw. Puff was worried, since no one outside of Clan Black had ever seen Scratchclaw fight. No one knew what to expect.

      He tried to push his concern away. Hustlefoot was a proficient swordsman, almost as good as Sir Pattercloud. In fact, Puff often squired when the two champions would spar together.

      Crinklehat, serving as a neutral party, was leading the opening ceremonies. The loser of this match, a representative of either Clan Brown or Clan Black, would referee the championship round. The elder of Clan Gray stood in the middle of the assembled squirrels, an open area hidden under the boughs of a stately pine, situated in a copse1 of trees away from the prying eyes of park goers.

      “Hello squirrels of Clan Brown and Clan Black! May honor guide your swords and may victory bless your champion!”

      Puff sat there wondering to himself exactly how much honor Scratchclaw had. He guessed it wasn’t much. Puff shivered at what happened to the last squirrel Clan Black had caught sneaking cherries from their territory.

      Scratchclaw’s beady eyes shone black through the visor of his rusty helmet, the bottom of which was cut open to reveal his long, yellowed teeth. The champion and leader of Clan Black was adorned in a motley array of armor, made from scraps of metal and aluminum foraged from the sewers. Rumor had it those pieces were provided by the Guild of Rats, who inhabited the storm tunnels under the city. The black squirrels had relationships with any number of unsavory2 groups.

      The pride of Clan Black was the Darkblade, a charcoal-colored, wicked two-handed sword with nasty jagged edges that was used in the Battle of Crimson. That was when Clan Black finally won its freedom from Clan Red, the oldest of squirrel clans, long gone from these lands.

      Scratchclaw cut an imposing figure, the kind that would give young squirrels nightmares. He had clumps of missing hair from mange, a skin disease, and in other places his fur was matted and dirty. Puff didn’t know if Scratchclaw could fight, but one couldn’t ascend to leader of Clan Black without being formidable in some sort of way.

      Across from Scratchclaw stood Hustlefoot the Second, a noble warrior squirrel with thick gray-brown fur and a proud demeanor. He was outfitted in the traditional acorn shell armor of his clan, polished to a dull shine. His right paw held the Brynblade, a longsword that had been with Clan Brown since its founding. In his left paw, he held a small shield called a buckler made from a large acorn cap. Clan Brown embraced tradition, and their champion was an expression of that. While Sir Hustlefoot was a decent-sized squirrel, he was shorter on his hind legs than the leaner, lankier Scratchclaw.

      Chittering grew louder amongst the assembled squirrels as excitement built for the start of the tournament. Both champions were supposed to shake paws before their match, but Scratchclaw slapped Hustlefoot’s extended paw away and made a nasty hiss. A fight almost broke out in the branches of the pine tree between members of Clans Brown and Black.

      Puff turned to Sir Pattercloud. “I don’t like this at all.”

      “Don’t worry, Squire Puff,” said Pattercloud reassuringly. “No matter what happens, everything always has a way of working out in the end.”
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      The ring of steel on steel rang out. The crowd gasped.

      Scratchclaw had brought the Darkblade smashing down in a devastating attack. He snarled, baring his long, yellowed teeth at his opponent. Hustlefoot parried with the Brynblade, but the impact had sent him stumbling backwards.

      He tried to regain his footing, rear paws digging into the dirt, as the leader of Clan Black pressed his advantage. The match had been one-sided since the beginning and Scratchclaw had been on the offensive early.

      “Hustlefoot looks slow with his sword out there today,” Sir Pattercloud said under his breath to Puff.

      “Should we be worried?” asked Puff. He was afraid Pattercloud would pick up on his fear. Squires were supposed to be strong.

      “Hustlefoot is a solid swordsman, but he just hasn’t faced someone as vicious as this. However, anger like Scratchclaw’s can open one up to mistakes.”

      “I hope you’re right,” replied Puff, just as another loud clang reverberated through the air.

      The champion of Clan Brown was on the defensive. Scratchclaw had continued to press the attack, and Hustlefoot hadn’t regained his composure. Scratchclaw attacked again, and the brown squirrel lifted his arm to protect himself. There was a loud crack as Darkblade bit into the acorn buckler. Hustlefoot yelped in pain as the two-handed sword cleaved the buckler and tore into his arm underneath. It was a vicious wound.

      Members of Clan Black chanted and howled. Many brown squirrels raised their paws to their mouths, silent. Puff grasped Pattercloud’s arm in alarm, looking up to the champion for reassurance. But Sir Pattercloud’s face revealed nothing. He was focused on the match.

      Sensing his opponent weakening, Scratchclaw snarled and came at Hustlefoot again, swinging sideways wildly with the Darkblade. Even injured, and though his sword arm wasn’t up to the task today, Hustlefoot’s feet were still quick. He backed out of the way, and Scratchclaw’s momentum swung the black squirrel around.

      Hustlefoot took advantage and raised his sword, stabbing the Brynblade into a gap in the back of Scratchclaw’s armor. The black squirrel howled, a mix of pain and fury. Clan Brown supporters erupted in cheers, chittering and clapping.

      Scratchclaw hissed and backed up for the first time in the match. Hustlefoot’s body language quickly changed. He gripped the Brynblade and held it in front of him, his injured arm hanging loosely at his side. He feinted with his left foot. Scratchclaw flinched. Hustlefoot had his mojo1 back.

      The champion of Clan Brown was a smooth and practiced fighter, a master swordsman who had been knocked out of his rhythm by the sheer aggressiveness of Scratchclaw. But he looked in control now and came at his opponent with a series of attacks. Scratchclaw appeared frustrated. It was hard to parry with the two-handed sword, since it was heavier to wield than the Brynblade.

      Hustlefoot swung at Scratchclaw with a quick horizontal slash, and the black squirrel was slow to counter, bringing the Darkblade up late to defend. But Hustlefoot stopped his attack mid-swing and pulled back, before extending his front paw and stabbing forward with the Brynblade. Scratchclaw was out of position, and the tip of Clan Brown’s longsword plunged into its opponent’s armor. The members of Clan Brown jumped to their feet, cheering wildly. Puff jumped up and down, applauding with his paws.

      Scratchclaw winced in pain and dropped his sword, backing up reflexively. Chants of ‘yield, yield!’ filled the air. Hustlefoot stopped for a moment, expecting his opponent to concede. Scratchclaw hissed and went for his sword. The flat of the Brynblade swung down and smacked Scratchclaw’s paw away. The tall black squirrel hissed again in defiance.

      The chants of ‘yield’ continued as brown squirrels cheered excitedly. Members of Clan Gray were doing the same. There was no love lost between them and Clan Black. Scratchclaw made a nasty squeak as Hustlefoot advanced slowly, sword in front of him. Blood showed from underneath Scratchclaw’s armor and he stumbled. His right leg gave out, and he went down on one knee. Hustlefoot pressed his advantage and moved forward. He pointed his sword toward Scratchclaw.

      “I ask you to yield,” said the brown squirrel loudly, over the hoots and hollers of Clan Brown.

      Scratchclaw’s eyes filled with hatred. In a flash of movement that was almost too quick to catch, the black squirrel lunged and grabbed Hustlefoot’s sword arm to pull him forward, while simultaneously jamming his other paw into Hustlefoot’s armpit.

      “Never!” screamed Scratchclaw.

      Hustlefoot’s eyes went wide and he dropped the Brynblade onto the dark soil. The crowd gasped. Hustlefoot stumbled backwards, pawing at his armpit. A knife could be seen sticking out, wedged under Hustlefoot’s arm. Puff was in shock. Blood began to flow. The champion of Clan Brown was mortally wounded. The members of Clan Brown went silent as those from Clan Black made vile sounds.

      Crinklehat was at a loss for words. Scratchclaw went to retrieve the Darkblade. He fetched it and found Sir Pattercloud in the crowd with his eyes.

      “You’re next,” spat Scratchclaw.

      Puff, aghast2, felt a lump grow in his throat. He looked up at Sir Pattercloud, expecting him to respond, but the Knight Champion of Clan Gray simply turned and walked away.

      “You won’t be long in this world!” yelled Scratchclaw maniacally3, as Sir Pattercloud left without saying a word.
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      Puff woke up in his drey, a kind of nest many squirrels made for themselves and lived in. It was situated in the nook of a great oak’s branches high above the ground.

      It was early. He stretched out and yawned. Luckily, the sun was still low in the sky which meant Puff had enough time to devour an acorn or three. He felt a bit better than yesterday, but Hustlefoot’s fate still hung heavy on his heart. The brown squirrel had been a proud and noble champion, and Clan Brown was collectively in mourning. Unlike Sir Pattercloud, Hustlefoot had taken no squire.

      Since yesterday’s circumstances were so out of the ordinary, Crinklehat had put the Tournament of Oaks on hold for a day. Many members of Clan Brown could be seen moping around the park or simply sitting in their nests, unable to face the truth of what transpired.

      After finishing his three delicious acorns, Puff decided to lie back down for a moment. Before he knew it, he had dozed off again. He awoke with a start a short time later and panicked, unsure of how much time had passed.

      In a rush, Puff climbed out of this nest and down the side of the oak tree. The members of Clan Gray lived in an area of the park that was populated with many oaks, so it was easy for Puff to jump from tree to tree without touching the ground. He reached Sir Pattercloud’s home quickly, but to his surprise, Pattercloud wasn’t there. Puff knew he was a little behind schedule, but the knight had told his squire to meet him that morning.

      Puff searched the area nearby, but the champion of Clan Gray was nowhere to be found. This was very unlike Sir Pattercloud, and the heavy feelings from yesterday began to creep into Puff’s thoughts. In fact, something began gnawing at his stomach.

      After approaching and asking a number of squirrels about Sir Pattercloud with no luck, Puff headed out in earnest to find Crinklehat.

      Sitting in the shade propped up against a majestic elm, away from the prying eyes of park goers, was the elder statesman of the grays, with his brown pointed hat pulled over his eyes. Puff hastily bounded over the minute he spotted him.

      “Crinklehat!” he yelled, huffing. “Crinklehat!!!” The little squirrel was out of breath and the old squirrel was hard of hearing.

      The elder gray squirrel opened one of his eyes. Slowly. Seeing it was Puff he closed it again.

      “Yes? What does our little squire require?”

      “Umm, sorry to bother you, but uh, I can’t find Sir Pattercloud.”

      “Is that it my dear boy? You can’t find him? You look like you’ve worked yourself into a tizzy.”

      “No, sir Mr. Crinklehat, sir.”

      “I know what happened yesterday was terrible, but I’m sure he’ll turn up.”

      “That’s the thing. No one knows where he is.”

      “And you’ve asked everybody?” Crinklehat’s eyes remained closed.

      “Well, no, but…”

      “Remember when you thought someone took all your acorns,” said Crinklehat, bemused.

      “Yeah,” replied Puff.

      “And what happened then?”

      “I found them the next day.”

      “Precisely.”

      “But this isn’t the same.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “This isn’t like Sir Pattercloud.”

      “Perhaps he went off on a stroll. What happened to Hustlefoot yesterday weighed heavily on him. They were quite close.”

      “He told me to meet him this morning,” said Puff exasperated1.

      “I’m sure he’ll turn up,” repeated Crinklehat, opening one eyelid, but Puff had already bounded off, mumbling to himself as he went.

      Puff needed to find both Tinderbug and Nibbles. Something wasn’t right. He knew it, and finding Sir Pattercloud was of the utmost importance. He scurried tree to tree on branches and limbs, heading towards the part of the park where Nibs resided.

      It was eerily quiet. Unusually so. Puff didn’t find Nibbles in her typical places, including her hole. Maybe she was hiding. Heck, maybe Sir Pattercloud was hiding somewhere. Squirrels were feeling down after yesterday’s events, but Puff couldn’t shake the feeling in his stomach. Even if Pattercloud were grieving the loss of a close friend, he wouldn’t just disappear.

      While mucking about trying to locate Nibs from above, Puff saw Blabberbit, the oldest, wisest squirrel in the entire park. Puff thought if anyone would know where to find Sir Pattercloud, she would.

      He made his way over to her. She was sprawled out on her back and sunning herself on the wall next to a paved path. Her four brown paws were spread out in different directions, her chest rising gently with each breath. The old squirrel was snoring and seemed to be asleep. Puff cleared his throat.

      “S’cuse me,” he said, trying not to startle her. Blabberbit continued to snore. Puff spoke more loudly this time.

      “Excuse me, Blabberbit.”

      Another snore.

      “Blabberbit!” said Puff sharply.

      The old squirrel woke with a start, making all sorts of snortle and coughing sounds, rolled off the top of the wall and landed unceremoniously on the ground below. A verbal barrage was unleashed back up towards Puff.

      “Don’t you know it’s rude waking up an old woman like that! Golly gee whiskers, I about had a coronary!”

      Puff slowly stuck his little head over the edge of the wall, looking down at Blabberbit below. “What’s a coronary?” asked Puff, curious.

      “Something you won’t have to worry about for a long while. Now get your furry gray tail down here and help me up. I have arthritis in my joints, I’ll have you know!”

      Puff wasn’t sure what arthritis was either, but it didn’t sound like fun. He hopped down off the wall and helped Blabberbit up.

      “Now please explain to me, young squirrel, why you so rudely woke me up?”

      The words tumbled out of Puff. He explained that Pattercloud was missing. That he couldn’t find him anywhere. That it wasn’t like the Knight Champion to just disappear. The old squirrel listened patiently and, after Puff had finished, took a moment before speaking.

      “I appreciate your concern, Puff. I do know Sir Pattercloud, although not extremely well. And what you say does sound out of the ordinary. Come, follow me back to my tree. Let us consult the divining acorns.”
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      “Do you know what an oracle is, Puff?” asked Blabberbit.

      Puff shook his head ‘no’ emphatically.

      “An oracle is someone who divines1, or gets information from, the Great Nature Spirit. Some call it a gift. And that burden of divination falls on me. Now, since I already know what your question is, I will consult the acorns. Here, hand me that bag in the corner.”

      They were inside Blabberbit’s home, a hole nestled between two great limbs of an older oak. It was sparsely furnished, with a place to sleep in the corner and a small table and two chairs in the center.

      Puff fetched the bag the old squirrel spoke of and brought it to her.

      “Thank you,” said Blabberbit. “These are the divination acorns. They will help us determine the fate of Sir Pattercloud.”

      She carefully pulled out a collection of acorn caps and gently laid them out on the table.

      “Now, I shall call forth my ancestors, generations of squirrels in my line who can commune2 with the Great Spirit and lead us to the truth.”

      Blabberbit began chanting and motioned her front paws over the acorn tops laying on the table. She uttered words Puff didn’t understand and then picked up the tops and threw them right at Puff. He ducked, and the pieces went flying over his furry head and clattered onto the floor behind him.

      “Ta-dah!” yelled Blabberbit proudly. Puff looked at the acorn bits on the floor and then back at Blabberbit.

      “So, what do you think?” she asked.

      Puff hesitated. “I don’t know what to think other than you just made a mess on the floor.” The corners of Blabberbit’s mouth twitched for a second before she burst out laughing.

      “Oh, Puff, you are a funny little squirrel. You’re supposed to be impressed with my theatrics. That’s why people come to me, you know. If I just gave them the news without the song and dance, they’d feel cheated. Now let us go see what they say.”

      Puff wasn’t an oracle, but to him it looked like a bunch of acorn caps littered on the dusty floor. He and Blabberbit stood there looking down at the mess. The old squirrel stroked her fuzzy chin with one of her front paws, deep in thought.

      “Hmm. This is interesting,” she said.

      “What’s interesting?” Puff asked, growing slightly impatient.

      “See those three acorn caps laying on top of each other?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, that portends a crossing in the stars.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means great change could be coming. Or perhaps I didn’t mix up the acorn tops enough and they stuck together when I threw them.”

      “I’m not sure this is helping.”

      “Oh come now, Puff. You have to have more faith than that. It was a joke.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m just really worried.”

      “I understand. Well, those three clumped together do signal change is coming. Could be the rise of Clan Black. Could be something else. Whatever it is, the nuts are rarely wrong. But this,” said Blabberbit pointing, “this is the most concerning.”

      She indicated a lone acorn top that had rolled over to the corner of the room. The old squirrel walked over to where it lay and looked down at it with a frown on her face. Her whiskers twitched.

      “This could simply mean Sir Pattercloud is alone somewhere. However, it could mean that he’s in grave danger.”

      Puff felt his stomach knot and his throat tighten. He reflexively squeaked out, “No!”

      “It could mean either, Puff,” replied Blabberbit, trying to calm him. “Puff?”

      She turned around only to see the squire dashing out of her home, tail streaming behind him.
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      Puff ran back through the park. His mind was racing. Leaves slapped at his face as he tore across branches and limbs.

      I need to find Nibbles! I need to find Tinderbug!

      He couldn’t shake the feeling of dread. It continued to grow inside him, regardless of how much he told himself that everything was okay and his mind was playing tricks on him. Puff needed to focus.

      I’ll get Nibbles first, he thought. She is closer to Blabberbit and then we’ll find Tinderbug together.

      She might be by a clump of old birch trees. She was often there, feasting on the nuts, grass, and worms that helped keep her little body going. Eating made her happy, and Puff was already feeling bad that he may be interrupting her fun.

      The cluster of birches and their white, knotted trunks came into view. There were some old stumps mixed in as well. Puff quickened his pace even more. He raced down the trunk of a maple tree and bounded over to where he thought Nibs might be. But when he didn’t see his chipmunk friend, Puff began calling out her name in earnest.

      “Nibs!” cried Puff. “Nibs!” he shouted again. He had seen her here so many times. He wasn’t sure where she was now. Puff checked behind the stumps, in the boughs of every birch and even by the mossy patch on the big, jagged rock. He was desperate. He didn’t know what to do. He felt tears suddenly coming on.

      A paw tapped him on the shoulder. He whipped around. It was Nibbles. She was clutching a paw full of grass and happily chewing it.

      “Nibs,” squeaked Puff, giving her a big hug.

      “What’s wrong? Are you crying?”

      Puff tried to gather himself. He blinked a few times and sniffled, wiping his eyes with the back of one of his fuzzy paws. Everything came out in a jumble of words.

      “I can’t find Sir Pattercloud and I think he’s missing and Blabberbit said there’s a bad omen and we need to find him because the tournament is tomorrow and I’m worried he’s in trouble and…”

      “Shhhh,” soothed Nibbles. She had never seen Puff out of sorts like this before. “Take a breath.”

      Squire Puff remembered all the times Sir Pattercloud had emphasized that a calm approach helped a knight to think—that clear thought and intellect, not the sword, were a knight’s greatest weapons. He took a deep breath before trying again.

      “I can’t find Sir Pattercloud anywhere. Anywhere.”

      “Really?” Nibs, for a moment, was at a loss for words. It was an unusual occurrence. “Okay, umm, a lot happened yesterday. Maybe he decided to take a walk?”

      “No, no, no! Please Nibbles, you have to trust me. I’ve been through this with everyone else. I’m his squire. It’s not like him to go wandering off without letting me or someone else know why he’ll be gone. I mean, I was just a little bit late, but he shouldn’t disappear, especially the day before he’s supposed to do battle against Clan Black.”

      Puff began pacing. He was desperate.

      “I’m worried. Really worried. He’s supposed to fight Scratchclaw tomorrow and he’s missing. He didn’t say anything to me, and I’m his squire. To me that means he wasn’t expecting to go anywhere or be gone.”

      “Except you were late, even if it was just a little bit.”

      Nibs thought for a moment while Puff chewed on his lip.

      “Okay, how ‘bout this,” she offered. “You and I will go get Tinderbug and then the three of us will look for Sir Pattercloud.”

      “That sounds like a plan. Let’s go!”

      Puff didn’t even wait to see if Nibbles was ready or not, he just took off, scaling the closest tree and running full tilt amongst the leaves and branches. The pudgy little chipmunk stayed on the ground and bounded after him, but had a hard time keeping up.

      It was a mad dash toward the part of the park where Clan Brown resided. Nibbles kept having to track Puff through the maze of trees. She had never seen him so worked up.

      The two of them, Puff tearing through the trees and Nibbles trailing, could feel the energy change the closer they got to Clan Brown. It was palpable1. Fewer birds chirped. No squirrels were out. It was abnormally quiet.

      There was a branch that hung low from a stately elm, and Puff launched himself from there to the ground without breaking his stride. Nibbles, panting, called out to him.

      “Puff,” said the chipmunk, “please slow down. I’m getting a stitch in my side and my paw is cramping.”

      Puff looked at her, worry in his eyes. Nibs rolled over on her back, breathing heavily.

      “Just…give…me…a…moment…to…catch…my…breath.”

      “I think you eat too many nuts,” replied Puff.

      “Says the squirrel…who is always sneaking cherries…from where he shouldn’t.” Each phrase was broken by a quick inhale of breath.

      “Okay, okay. C’mon, let’s find Tinderbug.”

      “I need a moment,” repeated Nibbles, still breathing hard. “You don’t have a spare nut so I can recover, do you?”

      “Nibs, I need you to hurry.”

      Nibbles rolled back onto her stomach. She closed her eyes, sighed, and then opened them.

      “Okay. I’m ready.”

      “You go over by the pond and the cattails. I think she has an acorn stash over there in the tall grass, before the water.”

      “All right,” said Nibbles dutifully. She was still breathing rapidly.

      “I’m going to go check by the old evergreen. Tinderbug has a thing for pinecones.”

      Both squirrel and chipmunk bounded away, unaware that Tinderbug was in the trees above them, hiding from them and life and the world. She didn’t care that they were there. She didn’t care about anything at the moment.

      That was, until she heard Puff yelling for her in a way she had never heard. His cries were plaintive and pained. He sounded scared. Scared enough, that she became scared. And when her concern for Puff became greater than her sadness, she climbed down out of her hiding spot and headed towards her friend.
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      Puff gave Tinderbug a long hug. He could sense her sadness, and when one of your two best friends in the whole world is feeling such pain, you give them a hug. It’s just what friends do. She hugged him back.

      After giving her one last, loving squeeze, Puff pulled back and looked Tinderbug in the eyes.

      “I am sorry for your loss, Tinderbug. What Scratchclaw did, hiding a knife, pretending to yield…that was not honorable. Clan Brown shall one day be avenged, but right now we need to find Sir Pattercloud. If there is no champion to fight for Clan Gray, Clan Black will win the tournament and everything will be lost.”

      “Well, you could fight if Sir Pattercloud couldn’t,” interjected Nibs, who was lying on the grass nearby.

      Puff recoiled and looked like he had been physically punched in the stomach. He just shook his head ‘no’ vigorously, his eyes wide. “Me? Fight?” He just continued shaking his head ‘no.’

      Tinderbug, sensing his panic, tried to steer the conversation in a different direction.

      “Do you have any idea where Pattercloud went?” she asked.

      Puff tried to collect himself. “Not really. I mean, he had his favorite parts of the park where he’d retreat to, but I searched most of those.”

      “Which ones didn’t you search?” continued Tinderbug.

      “Well, there’s the big bridge by the pond. He likes to go by the rocks next to it and look out across the water.”

      “Anywhere else?” asked Tinderbug.

      “Sometimes he likes to talk to the other animals in the park, the ones that aren’t free.”

      “The Confined?” asked Nibbles.

      “Yes. I didn’t check there because I don’t talk to them,” replied Puff, “aside from that one time. Also, perhaps the alley behind the bodega1? You know, the little convenience store across from the edge of the park?”

      “All right. Just tell us where to go.”

      “Okay. Nibs, you go check by the bridge. It will be the easiest to get to without needing to climb trees.”

      “Yeah, I know it’s inconvenient, but I’m not in the kind of shape to be scampering up and down,” said the chipmunk. “Sorry.”

      “Tinderbug, you go check out the bodega. But be careful of the alley cat. She’s a nasty girl. You don’t want an ear like Nibs.”

      “Okay,” said the brown squirrel. “I’ll be extra careful.”

      “And even though they scare me, I’ll try and speak with The Confined.” Puff shivered a little as he spoke. He had always tried to avoid that area of the park.

      The three friends said their goodbyes and hurried on their ways, eager to find Sir Pattercloud before the Tournament of Oaks tomorrow.

      Puff made his way, weaving through oaks and maples and noble elms, to where The Confined were housed. As worried as he was about the Knight Champion, being amongst the trees always gave him some solace. His thoughts focused on the times when he and Sir Pattercloud had wandered through the green canopy of the Great Park, talking about life and what mattered. They discussed how strength of character was more valuable than physical strength. Of course, being a small squirrel, Puff always found this funny. He wished he could wield Truthseeker, but the Greatsword of Clan Gray was much too big for him. Sometimes he wondered if it was easy for the elder squirrel to say size wasn’t all that important since he wasn’t small like Puff.

      The squire steeled himself. There were crowds of giants in the park today, and he could feel fear rising in him. He felt fear of the giants, fear of the unknown, fear of talking with one of The Confined, and possibly his biggest fear, that of having to fight for his clan himself.

      He paused a moment longer before finally making his way forward.
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      The complex rose from the ground like huge, square stones of brown mixed with red and beige. Crowds of giants milled around, their noisy, scattered energy spoiling the surrounding calm.

      Wanting to avoid the boisterous activity, Puff made his way around to the far side of the structures. This was only his second time here. The first, now but a memory, was with Sir Pattercloud, who briefly introduced him to a few of The Confined. Puff didn’t like seeing animals in cages, but the knight sometimes sought their council.

      In fits and bursts, he got closer, snaking his way along intertwined branches. He was hoping the animals were willing to talk to him, because Puff needed information. He needed to find the Knight Champion. And he needed to do it quickly.

      There were clusters of trees inside the complex, but Puff moved outside, making his way along the perimeter, navigating toward a ring of evergreens surrounding a circle of granite boulders at the rear. There was a stretch of open grass between the last tree and the pines, so Puff made a mad dash for it and stopped underneath a fir tree, panting heavily.

      Once he regained his breath, he scanned the area. There weren’t any obvious dangers, so Puff crawled on his belly, hidden under the needles of the evergreens, over to the edge of the stones encircling the enclosure. Inside were two mammoth animals covered in brown fur.

      “Psssst,” said Puff in hushed tones. Neither creature heard him. He said it again, but louder. Still nothing. In frustration, Puff raised his voice. “HELLO!”

      “Did you hear something, Veronica?”

      “No, Betty. Are you sure you’re not imagining things?”

      “I’m pretty sure.”

      “Maybe it’s the wind?”

      “I’m not the wind!” insisted Puff.

      “The wind almost sounds like a squirrel, Veronica.”

      “It’s higher pitched than normal, if it is indeed a squirrel.”

      “I am a squirrel,” replied Puff. The two Confined lazily turned around and looked up. They spied Puff, who was perched on top of a large rock. The one named Veronica stood up on her hind legs to get a better look.

      “Well, hello there, Mr. Squirrel. What are you doing loitering around the grizzly bear pen? It’s certainly no place for a squirrel, especially one that doesn’t have a name.”

      “My name is Puff. I’m the squire to Sir Pattercloud. I met you one time, very briefly.”

      “Do we know any squirrels?” asked Veronica to Betty. “Besides Puff here, supposedly?”

      “No, we don’t,” replied Betty to Veronica. She scratched her chin with a very mean looking claw. “Wait a moment, on second thought, I think we may know one. He would come when he was a bit down. What was his name?”

      “Sir Pattercloud?!?” yelled down Puff, not believing Sir Pattercloud could have ever felt down. “Are you sure that’s him?”

      “Oh, well this one certainly was. Had his moments, that one. Would worry about his squire or something. Unfortunately, we don’t know any ‘sirs’ I’m afraid,” said Veronica.

      “Although we do know a ‘Patter-something. Forgot the rest of the name,” added Betty

      “Pattercloud! His name is Pattercloud!” Puff was exasperated.

      “Was that the gentleman with the sword?” asked Betty to Veronica.

      “Yes, I think it was,” replied Veronica.

      “YES,” said Puff. “And he’s missing!”

      “Tut-tut. Missing. That’s not good. Maybe it’s because he’s a squirrel? Hard to spot one, nowadays. Probably gets lost easily.”

      “This isn’t a joke,” insisted Puff. “I need to find him. You haven’t seen him?”

      “No, we haven’t,” said Betty.

      “Sorry,” said Veronica.

      “Not recently, mind you,” added Betty.

      “He needs to fight in The Tournament of Oaks, tomorrow,” said Puff. Betty, squinting, joined Veronica on her hind legs.

      “You look a lot like him,” said Betty. “Just a lot smaller.”

      “Maybe you can fight?” asked Veronica.

      Puff shook his head in protest. “I’m much too small.” The panicked feeling began to rise inside him again.

      “You think size matters? Look at us,” replied Betty. “We’re big and brown with these big, meaty paws.” Both grizzly bears showed Puff their incredibly big paws, which sported rather impressive claws. “But between the three of us,” continued Betty, “only you have your freedom.”

      “They do feed us alright,” said Betty. “I think I’ve gained some weight since I’ve been here. Lots of fish.”

      “Good for the heart, it is,” responded Veronica. “At least that’s what I hear the keepers say. It’s better than sifting through someone’s garbage, like we did before we were trapped.”

      “Look, if you don’t know where Sir Pattercloud is, I’ll need to be going,” interjected Puff.

      “Off so soon?” chided Veronica.

      “Don’t even want to know the moral of the story?” asked Betty.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Veronica sat back on her haunches. “Well, you see, little squirrel that’s also a squire, when we would speak to your friend, he was often here to talk about you.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “That’s true,” said Betty, turning to Veronica as she spoke. “He worried that he may have failed.”

      “Sir Pattercloud never failed at anything!”

      “Oh my dear child, it’s not like that,” said Veronica soothingly. “He feared that if you didn’t end up trusting in yourself, that somehow it was his fault.”

      Puff didn’t know what to say. He refused to believe Sir Pattercloud was afraid of anything.

      “Sir Pattercloud is our champion. It doesn’t matter what I think.”

      “Everyone needs a certain amount of belief in themselves, silly,” said Betty. “Even little gray squirrels like you.”

      “I believe I was the best trash picker where I grew up. Even better than those trash pandas we call raccoons,” boasted Veronica. “No offense to any panda.”

      “That’s what got you locked up here,” replied Betty. “Anyway, Puff the squirrel, we wish we could be of more help. We’re not sure where your Pattercloud is, but he was a thoughtful fellow. We always told him our view on the truth of things, and we’ll grant you the same. Even now, you’re looking for what you need in the wrong place.”

      The bears could see the look of confusion on Puff’s face.

      “You’ll know what you’re looking for when you find it,” said Veronica,

      “But searching for Sir Pattercloud won’t help,” added Betty. “Not in the long run, anyway.”

      Puff was confused. He didn’t understand what they were talking about. All he knew was he still needed to find Sir Pattercloud, and the Knight Champion wasn’t here.
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      Puff ran into Nibbles coming back from the bridge. Unfortunately, Sir Pattercloud was not with her.

      “Did you look everywhere?” asked Puff.

      “Not only did I look everywhere, I looked everywhere twice. He wasn’t there. I talked to many squirrels too, and even an opossum.”

      Puff was dejected. “Okay, let’s hurry over to the bodega. I’m hoping we find him there, otherwise I have no idea where else we could look.”

      “You’re putting too much pressure on yourself, Puff.”

      “I’m the squire to the Knight Champion! Of course I’m putting pressure on myself,” said Puff, raising his voice. “He’s missing!”

      Nibbles fell silent. Puff was immediately sorry for his outburst, but he was stressed. And he didn’t feel like apologizing at the moment.

      “C’mon. Let’s go.” Puff bounded off and Nibs hesitated, allowing for space to develop between them before she trailed behind.

      The bodega was on the other side of the park, on the outskirts before the expanse of smooth stone and tall, angular mountains. It took both of them a good bit of time to get over there. Normally talkative, the chipmunk and squirrel traveled in silence.

      Puff and Nibs had to wind their way through the noisy, wheeled metal horses who neighed and beeped angrily if anyone got close, including squirrels. Quietly biding their time on the edge of the short grass, they made a mad dash for the other side when it was clear. The pair headed for a maple tree, seeking safety in its branches. It was the spot most squirrels would choose to spy from, outside the bodega, for dropped treats and things. You could also see the grate from which the Rat Guild operated. They used it to move their contraband1 in and out of the bodega.

      Luckily, there were no other creatures in the tree when Nibs and Puff climbed into its branches. They looked down at the bodega, but there was no sign of Tinderbug. Suddenly, there was a rustling of leaves, and Puff’s friend from Clan Brown jumped over from an adjacent tree. She had tears in her eyes. Puff’s stomach knotted.

      “What? What’s wrong?” asked Puff, alarmed.

      Tinderbug sniffled. “It’s Sir Pattercloud. He…he’s not well.”

      “What do you mean he’s not well?” Puff was panicking inside.

      “I think he’s dying.”

      Nibs, upset, squeaked and covered her mouth in shock.

      “Wait. What? No. No. No.” Puff’s mind couldn’t process the thought.

      “You have to hurry, Puff. I don’t think he’s going to last much longer. I stayed with him for as long as I could, but there was nothing I could do.”

      Puff’s grief silenced him. His mind was racing. Nib’s lips began to quiver.

      “Hurry, follow me,” was all Tinderbug said as she proceeded to climb down the trunk of the maple quickly. Puff and Nibs immediately followed after.

      A narrow, dark alleyway opened up next to the bodega. Tinderbug, Puff and Nibbles cautiously made their way to the base of the maple. When it was clear, all three scurried for the alley. Set a little ways back down the alley was a large metal bin on wheels. The rear corner was pulled away from the wall on the side close to the bodega. They slowly made their way around it. Puff steeled himself for what he might see. And then he saw him.

      There, curled up and lying on the ground on his side, was Sir Pattercloud. His mouth was agape and his eyes were half open. He blinked slowly when he saw the three approach. Puff rushed to his side.

      “Puff…” Sir Pattercloud said, quiet as a whisper.

      “Yes,” managed Puff, choking back emotion.

      “I need you…to be strong.” Pattercloud’s breathing was labored.

      “I don’t need to be strong. You’re going to be fine. Everything is going to be fine. You’re the strong one, not me. We just need to get you back to your home. You just need rest, that’s all. We’ll get help and ask them to push back the tournament a bit…” Puff’s throat tightened and his voice failed him.

      Sir Pattercloud spoke again, his words halting. “I’m glad you’re here. I knew you would find me. You’re a smart squirrel.”

      Puff tried to speak, but his voice cracked.

      “Puff,” continued Sir Pattercloud, his breathing becoming shallow. “You need to defend the honor of Clan Gray, my squire…don’t you ever give up.”

      Tears were streaming down Puff’s face, wetting his fur and falling to the ground.

      “You’re our best hope now. And I need you to know…no matter what happens…I’m proud of you…”

      Sir Pattercloud’s words trailed off.

      “What??? No…I can’t! I’m not ready…I may never be. I can’t fight now. It can’t all be up to me!”

      Pattercloud’s eyes grew distant. Then empty. He sighed. It was his last breath.

      “Wake up!” Puff insisted, visibly upset. “Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!” Puff shook Sir Pattercloud’s body, but he didn’t move.

      “He’s gone,” said Nibs simply.

      Puff collapsed and buried his face in his paws. Nibbles patted his back gently as he cried. Both Tinderbug and Nibs stayed quiet as they let their friend grieve. It was awhile before anyone spoke.

      “I think…I think he was poisoned,” said Tinderbug cautiously.

      Tinderbug pointed to a suspicious substance on the ground near Sir Pattercloud’s mouth and a half-eaten cherry. It was bright green. Puff, wiping tears from his eyes, bent down sniffed. It smelled sickly sweet.

      “Who could have done this?” asked Nibs, still in shock.

      Puff began to feel an anger inside of him. Deep down, rage burned. ‘You’re next’ Scratchclaw had said to Pattercloud just the day before followed by ‘you won’t be long in this world!’ And there was one area of the park that had cherries so sweet no squirrel could resist.

      “Scratchclaw did this!” Puff yelled, his face hot with emotion.

      Neither Nibs or Tinderbug had ever seen Puff this angry.

      “He did it! I know he did!” Puff snarled and wiped his nose with the back of his paw.

      “Puff, I know you’re upset about Pattercloud…” began Nibbles.

      “Don’t try and tell me otherwise! It was that terrible squirrel Scratchclaw!”

      And then, without warning, Puff ran off. Both Nibs and Tinderbug were stunned by the outburst. And they were worried about their friend.
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      “I’m too small!” yelled Puff. He was upset and agitated.

      Tinderbug had been the one to climb up to Puff’s nest, since Nibbles just wasn’t in the best shape to do it. Now, standing next to him, the brown squirrel was doubting her decision.

      “You always use that an excuse when it suits you,” said the brown squirrel.

      “I do not!”

      “You do, Puff,” insisted Tinderbug as nicely as she could. “You do.”

      “Well, what does it matter anyway? Sir Pattercloud is dead!”

      “It matters because you’re his squire.”

      “Well, I’m the world’s dumbest squire. I mean, why did he even pick me?”

      “Sir Pattercloud was intelligent. He knew what he was doing.”

      “I disagree. You know why? Because I know me,” said Puff, his thumb jabbing at his chest. “Better than anybody else. And there’s no way I can beat Scratchclaw. End of story. They win. We lose. Game over. And you know what the worst part is? All those stupid squirrels will blame me!

      “That’s not true,” said Tinderbug.

      “It’s not?”

      “No. You’re feeling sorry for yourself.”

      “Don’t tell me how to feel!” said Puff hotly.

      Tinderbug was trying to be nice, but now she was starting to get angry.

      “You know what? Fine. Sit here and feel sorry for yourself and hide. Forget about everything Pattercloud did for you. No one else is the squire for Clan Gray. Just you. A scared, little squirrel who would be better off in the company of black squirrels—cowardly creatures just like you!”

      Puff was so angry, his paws balled up into fists.

      “Shut up!” he shouted.

      “Oh, you want me to be quiet now?”

      “I want you to leave me alone!”

      His outburst created a heavy silence between the two squirrels.

      “All right. But I’m going to say one last thing before leaving. What are you so darn afraid of that would make you throw away everything Sir Pattercloud and Clan Gray mean to you?”

      The question stunned Puff. He could feel his bottom lip start to quiver.

      “I can’t be a knight! I’m too small, and too weak! Look at me. We all know it. Everyone knows it. I’m better off just being a squirrel! At least I won’t be dead that way!”

      All the feelings Puff had pushed deep down inside were coming out. He was ashamed and turned away, hiding from his friend’s eyes out of embarrassment as he cried.

      Emotions were welling up in Tinderbug too. She felt for her friend. Puff had always put a lot of pressure on himself. She carefully climbed into Puff’s nest and put her arms around him. He turned towards her and buried his face in her shoulder. Tinderbug rubbed his back awhile and let him sob. Eventually, after a long cry, she pulled back. Her eyes were watery just like her friend’s.

      “You have to do what’s right for you, but remember this. It’s not just about you. It’s bigger. It’s about your clan. It’s about Sir Pattercloud. It’s about what it means to be a squire and a knight. I can’t force you to do anything and I’ll always be your friend. But if you don’t face this, you will regret it. Forever.”

      Tinderbug gave him one last hug. Then she turned around without looking back, disappearing from Puff’s view as she made her way back down the tree.

      Puff was alone and stayed still for a long while. He felt like an empty shell, but his nest felt even emptier than that. He inhaled sharply, taking a few staggered breaths, and sighed. Puff wondered why his body did that after crying.

      No one else came to visit Puff or talk to him. Not even the birds landed near his nest today. He wondered if he had scared them off with his shouting.
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      The Greatsword of Clan Gray hung over the fireplace in Sir Pattercloud’s home, with the knight’s portrait directly above it. The sword had been passed down for generations. And now, as the squire of the former Knight Captain, it was Puff’s—except he couldn’t reach it. And even if he could, he wasn’t sure he could hold it. So he did what any good squirrel would do. He took an acorn out of his pouch and began to nibble on it.

      After Tinderbug’s lecture, Puff had slunk out of his drey and made his way here, being careful to avoid any squirrels. He found the key that was stuffed in the small nook next to the door and let himself in, locking the door behind him. But no one came. He was alone here too.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Puff said out loud, half expecting Sir Pattercloud to answer. But silence was all he heard. The trophies of the Knight Champion lined up on the mantle under Truthseeker only made his sadness heavier. That’s when he spied a stepstool in the corner.

      Puff retrieved it and placed it in front of the fireplace. He climbed up, extending his fingers towards Sir Pattercloud’s weapon but could barely touch the hilt with the tips of his fingers. He pushed up on his tiptoes, extended both his front paws and managed to grab it for a moment, only to lose his balance. As Puff began to fall, he fumbled with the sword and dislodged it. He tumbled to the ground, the step stool clattered away, and the pointy end of Truthseeker plummeted after him. Time seemed to slow, and Puff rolled out of the way just as the tip of the Greatsword embedded with a ‘thunk’ into the polished wooden floor where Puff had been a mere moment before. Stunned, the young squirrel just lay there as the sword swayed slowly, side-to-side.

      After a few tense moments, once he had his wits about him again, Puff stood up. The cross guard on Truthseeker came up to his chest. He took a few breaths, placed his hands on the hilt and pulled. It didn’t budge. Puff tried again with the same result. The sword was most assuredly stuck in the floor. He was flummoxed. The squire put his hands on his hips and looked up.

      “If I can’t even get the Greatsword out of the floor, what chance do I have against Scratchclaw?”

      The portrait of Sir Pattercloud seemed to be taunting him. Or maybe admonishing him. Puff, he could hear the knight say, I chose you for a reason.

      “Well I’m still wondering what your reason is...” he said out loud.

      The portrait held the same stone face that Pattercloud would often display in life. Puff sighed and closed his eyes. He needed to be honest with himself. He was afraid, but he also wanted to honor his mentor. It’s just a sword stuck in the floor, Puff told himself. That’s all it is. A sword. In a floor.

      Puff opened his eyes. He took another deep breath and sighed. He took one last look up at the portrait and picked up the step stool. It would give him a little more leverage. Puff climbed the three short steps. He wrapped one paw around the hilt.

      “It’s just a sword.”

      Puff wrapped his other paw around the hilt, the bottom of the first pushed up against the top of the other.

      “Stuck in the floor.”

      He gritted his teeth, squatted down with both legs, and pulled hard with all his might.

      His neck strained. His shoulders bunched. Puff leaned backwards and let out a grunt. He pushed with his legs. And just when he thought his paws might slip on the hilt, he felt the sword give a little. Puff rewrapped his paws around the handle and pulled again. His whole body pulled and pushed. It felt like every muscle in his body had tightened.

      There was a moment when it felt as though nothing was happening, then Puff heard a sound similar to an axe being pulled from wood. Suddenly, the floor released its grip on Truthseeker. Puff, wanting to avoid an episode like before, immediately let go of the Greatsword, and it fell with a metallic thud.

      His muscles burned and his hands throbbed from the effort, but the sword was free. He looked at it with disbelief. The words of Betty and Veronica echoed in his mind.

      “You’ll know what you’re looking for when you find it.”

      He started to understand. And, more importantly, he started to believe. Truthseeker had lived up to its name.
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      The news had traveled quickly since yesterday. Sir Pattercloud was dead. Crowds of squirrels gathered around the Great Tree early this chilly morning, rubbing their paws together to warm up. A heavy melancholy hung over the gray squirrels, their champion passed and unable to defend the clan. The browns were equally quiet, having seen their champion die two days before.

      The members of Clan Black in attendance were loud and angry. They got even louder when Scratchclaw arrived. Hoots and hollers filled the air. He was dressed from head to tail in his dark armor, a collection of rusty metal and pointed spikes. He thrust both arms up victoriously and his clan went crazy, sneering at the browns and grays. They could sense a victory was close at hand. Off to the side, Crinklehat and Rustleleaf, the elder of Clan Brown, had their heads together, poring over a book.

      “You have no champion, Clan Gray,” yelled Scratchclaw. “By abandoning duty, I hereby lay claim as rightful winner of the Tournament of Oaks!” The crowd of black squirrels roared. One could sense an unease building among the browns and grays.

      “You killed Pattercloud!” one gray squirrel shouted. A round of boos from Clan Black quickly drowned out the voice. A few fights broke out, claws and teeth flashing. Sensing the worsening situation, the two clan elders made their way to where Scratchclaw stood. Rustleleaf had the book tucked under his arm and Crinklehat, leaning on his twig staff, tried to settle things down.

      “Clan Gray! Clan Brown!” he shouted. “Please control yourselves!” His commands were drowned out by the fights. A loud whistle cut through the din of voices.

      “Listen up, you gaggle of rumormongering1 squirrels!” It was Blabberbit. “Be quiet and pay attention. Your future depends on it!”

      Scratchclaw hissed as she approached.

      “Put an acorn in it2, you mange-riddled beast. You’ve already had your chance to speak.”

      No one could ever fault Blabberbit for not speaking her piece. Her loud voice certainly helped. Scratchclaw glared, but said nothing more. She turned to the mass of squirrels.

      “Let Crinklehat address the gathering. You furry brats might learn something.”

      The elder of Clan Gray cleared his throat and thanked Blabberbit, who retreated into the crowd.

      “Rustleleaf and I have consulted the Great Book of Lore. It makes a provision for just such an occurrence.”

      The Clan Brown elder squirrel stepped forward, opening the book for Crinklehat to read. The old squirrel fumbled with his spectacles, hooking the ends of his glasses behind his ears. He began to read slowly.

      “If, by their absence, a champion shall forfeit their battle at the Tournament of Oaks either by death, abandonment or dereliction of duty, then their clan shall have an opportunity to name a new champion if one such squirrel volunteers.” The words hung heavy in the air. Crinklehat cleared his throat again. “Do we have such a volunteer from Clan Gray?”

      Squirrels of all colors looked around wondering who might be so brave. No one came forward. An evil grin spread across Scratchclaw’s face.

      “Do we have a volunteer?” asked Crinklehat again. Not a single gray squirrel spoke up or took a step forward.

      “Cowards,” said Nibs under her breath.

      Then murmurs began to spread. There was movement at the back of the crowd. Squirrels began moving out of the way as someone pushed their way forward. The throng of bodies separated and out from the crowd emerged an undersized gray.

      “It’s Puff!” exclaimed Tinderbug, elbowing Nibs in the side excitedly. Then the snickering began.

      Sir Pattercloud’s helmet sat atop Puff’s head, leaning awkwardly. It was much too big. He pulled Truthseeker behind him, the Greatsword of Clan Gray dragging on the ground. Puff wore his spider silk practice armor. Compared to Scratchclaw, he looked small and comical.

      “I shall fight for Clan Gray,” announced Puff, his voice sounding meek.

      Scratchclaw burst out laughing, quickly followed by the members of Clan Black.

      “This? This is who shall fight me? This wee little thing?”

      Puff swallowed heavily. “I am the squire to Sir Pattercloud, Knight Champion of Clan Gray,” said Puff, his voice wavering, but rising, “and I claim my rightful place as the new champion.”

      Members of Clan Black continued to laugh while the other squirrels exchanged doubt-ridden mutterings. Crinklehat approached Puff, shuffling forward with his twigstaff amongst all the chatter and noise. The old, gray squirrel leaned over and spoke into Puff’s ear.

      “You don’t have to fight, young squire. We could delay the tournament. Look for another champion…”

      Puff looked up at Crinklehat. He could see concern in the old squirrel’s eyes. And doubt. For a moment, Puff was tempted.

      “I am here to represent my clan. I am here for Sir Pattercloud.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” the old squirrel implored.

      Puff said only two more words.

      “I do.”

      Crinklehat exchanged a nervous glance with Rustleleaf.
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      “Now, now,” said Rustleleaf, addressing the crowd after he and Crinklehat had talked, “we have decided, since there’s only one volunteer, and unless there are any objections, that Puff may indeed accept the mantle of Knight Champion of Clan Gray.”

      “He’s gonna get killed!” someone shouted, to more laughter.

      “Enough!” said Crinklehat, agitated. “Not one gray squirrel raised a voice to volunteer besides Puff. Not one. So out of respect, I advise you to kindly remain silent and not embarrass the legacy of Clan Gray further!”

      Crinklehat’s angry outburst quieted the crowd. Scratchclaw’s eyes narrowed, as he looked Puff up and down.

      “You are foolish, little one” said the lanky squirrel, “but if this is the destiny you choose, so be it.”

      Scratchclaw unsheathed his wicked, two-pawed sword.

      “I accept the challenge.”
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      Puff, with much effort, raised the Greatsword of Clan Gray defiantly. But he lacked the strength to hold it upright. The end of Truthseeker swayed, then dipped back slowly towards the ground. For members of Clan Brown and Gray, it was agonizing to watch. A cacophony1 of hoots and hollers erupted.

      “You can’t even hold a sword!” chided Scratchclaw, his yellowed teeth accenting his evil grin. “If you cannot fight, you must yield!” the black squirrel insisted.

      “I will not,” said Puff against his better judgment, his voice cracking. His voice was drowned out by mocking laughter from the crowd of black squirrels.

      “What was that?” asked Scratchclaw again.

      “I. Will. Not. Yield.” repeated Puff in the loudest voice he could muster, which he felt still wasn’t loud enough. It was nothing like Sir Pattercloud’s.

      Scratchclaw shrugged. “Suit yourself,” he said dismissively.

      Day two of the Tournament of Oaks hadn’t officially started, but without warning or hesitation, Scratchclaw swung his sword viciously at Puff’s head. Surprised, Puff dropped the Greatsword and stumbled backwards, trying to keep himself alive. Most of the squirrels in attendance let out a collective gasp. Scratchclaw laughed wildly.

      “You will not survive this, you tiny, pathetic thing!” The Darkblade made a deadly arc through the air and Puff did the only thing he could—he ducked out of the way and ran for his life.

      Scratchclaw advanced. Puff was a quick little squirrel, but he was no match for his opponent’s weapon and grim determination. The black squirrel feinted left, then stabbed the Darkblade ruthlessly forward. Puff dodged, but the sword caught him in the side. Nibs and Tinderbug covered their eyes. The strike drew blood. Puff touched his side and winced.

      “Yield!” shouted Scratchclaw to cheers from Clan Black.

      Sir Pattercloud’s helmet wobbled as Puff resolutely shook his head no, even though he couldn’t fight Scratchclaw. Not with the Greatsword of Clan Gray. It was too heavy. Puff knew he needed a plan before it was too late for him, for Clan Gray, and for the memory of Sir Pattercloud.

      Scratchclaw stood before him in all his vileness, the Great Tree rising behind him in all its grandeur. It was an odd contrast. It also gave Puff an idea.

      The Darkblade came for him again, a harrowing overhead blow that Puff narrowly avoided. The leader of Clan Black had put so much effort into the attack, his Greatsword stuck into the packed earth of the tournament grounds. Puff, realizing the sword was stuck much like Truthseeker had been earlier, seized on the opportunity. He took off Sir Pattercloud’s helmet and threw it at a surprised Scratchclaw as he ran past.

      “Where are you going?” demanded Scratchclaw as he raged, attempting to free the Darkblade. “Come back and fight me like a real squirrel!”

      Puff had no such intention. He ran straight for the trunk of the Great Tree and scampered halfway up.

      “I don’t think you can catch me,” taunted Puff.

      Scratchclaw was livid. His eyes burned.

      “What did you say, you foul-mouthed little vermin?”

      There were echoes of laughter amongst brown and gray squirrels.

      “You heard me, you big dumb-dumb!”

      Scratchclaw seethed. He yanked the Darkblade from the ground and barreled after Puff, unhinged.

      Nibs turned to Tinderbug.

      “What’s Puff doing?” asked the chipmunk.

      “I don’t know,” said Tinderbug nervously, “but he’s using the only weapon he has left—his mouth.”
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      The multi-colored bark of the Great Tree was cool to the touch as Puff climbed upwards. Scratchclaw snarled and bellowed an obscenity after him from below. The black squirrel sheathed the Darkblade and scaled the tree. Unlike Puff, his movements were made awkward by the weight of his bulky armor.

      Puff touched his side gingerly, taking a moment to collect his thoughts. His fur was matted with dried blood, his skin tender. With Scratchclaw close behind, there was only one place on Puff’s mind. He headed to the limb of the tree that represented no current clans.

      The leaves began to thin, then cease entirely. The fourth limb of the great tree was barren. No squirrel was certain what had happened, but oracles had supplied various theories. Disease. A Curse. The loss of Clan Red. Whatever the answer was, life had lost its hold here. The limb was dead.

      There was the sound of claws on wood behind him. Puff turned. The black squirrel, his breathing labored, stood a short distance away. Scratchclaw bared his stained teeth and slowly unsheathed the Darkblade. Puff backed up. The leader of Clan Black advanced menacingly.

      “This isn’t going to end well for you.”

      “Like how it did for Sir Pattercloud?” challenged Puff.

      “I don’t waste my breath on the dead,” spat Scratchclaw.

      The leader of Clan Black pressed forward. Puff backed up further along the limb that had now narrowed to become a branch and kept his distance. They were up very high now, almost near the top of the tree. Puff could feel emotions welling up. His lips quivered as he tried to maintain his composure.

      “You did something to him. I know it!”

      “Poor, pathetic little squirrel. Your feeble attempt to defend the honor of your clan and your deceased champion is for naught. It ends here. It ends now.”

      Scratchclaw lunged and Puff jumped back. The Darkblade arced through the air. It moved fast, whistling as it swung past, barely missing Puff’s face.

      “We have lived too long in the shadow of the grays,” said Scratchclaw. “We are the ones who liberated the clans from Clan Red all those years ago. Not you. Not the browns. We deserve to be champions. We deserve to lead.”

      Puff risked a glance behind him. The branch continued to thin. He and Scratchclaw were nearing the end of the fourth limb.

      “No one as twisted as you should win,” yelled Puff. “I won’t let you!”

      Scratchclaw laughed. It was an evil, smug, belittling outburst. The black squirrel drew the Darkblade back and swung. At the last second, Puff moved. Instead of striking Puff, the sword came down on the branch with a loud crunch. The wood, old and dry, chipped away.

      “You won’t let me win?” Scratchclaw questioned, incredulous. “That is rich. You can do nothing, and shall be forgotten just like that silly old fool Pattercloud.”

      He brought the Darkblade down a second time. And again Puff dodged. It hit with a loud crack. Let it hit one more time, Puff thought to himself. He felt rage and hurt building inside him. After the sword came down a third time, Puff launched himself at Scratchclaw, his small paws trying to get at the black squirrel’s eyes through his helmet. Surprised, the leader of Clan Black took a step back and lifted the Darkblade in defense. He tried to shake Puff off, but his foot slipped and he lost his balance. Scratchclaw fell forward, taking Puff with him. They landed in a heap on the weakened branch. There was another crack, this one louder.

      The Darkblade was wedged uncomfortably between the two and it cut painfully into Puff. Scratchclaw attempted to push the young squirrel away, but the rotted wood underneath them made another loud pop. Then it snapped and gave way.

      Scratchclaw panicked and let go of his Greatsword, reaching wildly for something to hold onto. Alas, there was nothing.

      He and Puff fell.
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      The crowd of squirrels was held in a rapturous silence, necks craned up trying to catch a glimpse of what transpired above them. Nibs, the lone chipmunk among them, had an even tougher time seeing. There was commotion in the Great Tree, but it was hard to see.

      “Can you make out anything?” asked Tinderbug, her voice on edge.

      “I’m half as tall as you,” replied Nibs, while standing on her tippy paws.

      The leaves rustled. Something moved. A broken branch crashed downwards. Then, a body fell.

      Every squirrel in attendance gasped. It seemed to happen in slow motion. Arms and legs kicking, Scratchclaw plummeted to the ground. Tumbling after him was the Darkblade. End over end the Greatsword fell, following the black squirrel down. Scratchclaw landed hard, his armor making an awful jingle as he hit. Then, he was impaled1 by the falling blade.

      Some looked away. No one cheered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Puff’s muscles burned. He hung precariously from a broken branch, holding on with only a single paw. The only obvious thing keeping the branch from completely snapping was his light weight. Below him, sprawled on the ground was Scratchclaw, the Darkblade plunged up to its hilt into the squirrel’s chest. Puff swallowed hard and tried to focus his thoughts.

      He was slowly losing his grip. He tried to reach up with his other paw but lacked the strength since his side was hurt. The young squire just dangled there helplessly.

      “You’re not going to give up now, are you?” asked a voice.

      Puff, his muscles straining, looked up. Standing at the edge of the broken branch was Blabberbit.

      “Please. I’m going to fall,” pleaded Puff.

      “No, you’re not,” replied Blabberbit, matter of factly.

      Puff’s muscles begged to differ.

      “You ran out yesterday before I could give you any of the good news,” continued Blabberbit, her crooked old whiskers accentuating her disapproval.

      Puff wasn’t sure this was the best moment for a lecture.

      “It’s quite simple, really. You can’t die, because the acorns indicated you can’t.”

      “Can we talk about this later?”

      “No. It’s important right now. You are destined to survive.”

      Puff wasn’t sure about what the acorns said. His shoulder said it was getting tired, and he didn’t want to end up like Scratchclaw. The squire’s mind raced. He didn’t know what to do, and he felt like he might fall at any moment.

      “I can’t pull my self up,” pleaded Puff.

      “Who said anything about up?” replied Blabberbit, just as Puff’s paws slipped.

      The branches below came up on him quickly. Puff grabbed at them. He missed the first one and hit a second with his chest. Puff tumbled backwards from the impact, did a reverse summersault with his arms and legs spread in all directions, and landed on a thick branch about ten feet below. He was bruised. His chest hurt. His side was still sore. But he was alive. Puff heard Blabberbit celebrate from above.
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      Below, there was silence. No squirrel knew what happened. Then Puff emerged from the camouflage of foliage and a cheer went up. Nibs and Tinderbug hugged, teary-eyed in their relief. Squirrels were jumping for joy, high-pawing each other. Except for Clan Black. They slunk away, shame and anger and frustration consuming them.

      Brown and gray squirrels rushed to meet Puff at the base of the Great Tree. They pushed him up, carrying him on their shoulders, and paraded him around the tournament grounds. Shouts of “Puff, the new Knight Champion of Clan Gray!” rang out. Weary from the past few days, Puff was almost too tired to smile. Almost.

      Nibs and Tinderbug pressed their way through the throng of squirrels and made their way to Puff. Nibs had her paws stepped on a few times, but by the time they reached their friend, neither was too much the worse for wear. Puff indicated he should be put down, and the squirrels eventually accepted his request, setting him respectfully on the ground. The squirrels of Clan Gray and Clan Brown continued their celebrations without him.

      He hugged both Nibs and Tinderbug, holding each like they were the last two acorns on Earth, and he felt very grateful for his two friends.
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            Celebration

          

        

      

    

    
      Crinklehat and Rustleleaf held the Golden Acorn trophy in their hands. Puff couldn’t believe he was about to receive it. He was flanked by a large number of gray squirrels, the two exceptions being Tinderbug from Clan Brown and Nibbles the chipmunk. The cup on the trophy contained three of the most delicious looking cherries he had ever laid eyes on.

      “On behalf of Clan Brown and Clan Gray, we hereby declare Puff the winner of this year’s Tournament of Oaks! Will the new champion please step forward?”

      Applause from multitudes of little furry paws filled the air, and Puff sported a smile almost as wide as his whiskers. He stepped forward to accept the award. It was heavy. Heavier than he expected. His side still hurt and Puff almost dropped it.

      “Whoa,” said the leader of Clan Brown, lending a hand to make sure it didn’t hit the ground. Puff regained his balance and held it with the help of Rustleleaf.

      Crinklehat turned to the assembled squirrels.

      “In addition to winning the tournament, we also have a new Knight Champion of Clan Gray!”

      Chants of “Sir Puff! Sir Puff!” filled the air. It was almost too much for a little squirrel to take. Some yelled, “Speech! Speech!” at the top of their lungs. The squire who was now a knight took a moment to compose himself. Nibs and Tinderbug held each other as their friend spoke.

      “Thank you,” Puff began, addressing the crowd. “I never wanted to fight. I just wanted to do what was right and…” Puff had to pause, as he got choked up before he could finish. “I…I just…wanted to fight…for the memory of Sir Pattercloud.” That was all he could get out before the lump in Puff’s throat got too big to speak.

      The rest of the ceremony went by in a haze. Puff said “Thank you” to so many squirrels who stood in line to congratulate him that he mistakenly replied with “You’re welcome” a few times. At one point, he found himself face-to-face with Blabberbit. Puff had a question.

      “How did you know I was going to survive up in that tree?”

      “Oh, I didn’t Puff. But I believed you could. And the acorns believed you could. We just needed you to believe.” Blabberbit paused, smiling. “And, as you see, you did.”

      She hugged Puff, whispering one last thing into his ear.

      “Come and see me when it’s calmed down a bit. I have some things to tell you.”

      Second to last in line were Nibs and Tinderbug. The three hugged each other once more, emotions running strong.

      “Does this mean we have to call you Sir Puff now?” asked Nibs, sniffling.

      “Or do you prefer Knight Champion?” teased Tinderbug, her eyes wet.

      “I’m only going to make you two call me that,” he said, cracking a slight smile. “To everyone else I’m still Puff.”

      “Ahem,” said Crinklehat, clearing his throat. He was the last squirrel in line. “I have one last thing to present to you. Sir Pattercloud and I were going to going to give this to you when we thought you were ready, so now seems as good a time as any.”

      The elder squirrel of Clan Gray pulled out a shiny little sword, one that was perfectly sized for a squirrel like Puff.

      “You have the honor of naming it.”

      “Thank you,” said Puff, taking the sword reverently. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Puff took it and held it up. It had good balance and a nice, sharp pointy end.

      “I’ll need some time to decide.”

      “Take all the time and acorns and cherries you need, Sir Puff,” replied Crinklehat, stressing the last two words for emphasis. “Time you can take in your new, official home—Sir Pattercloud’s old residence. Your drey will no longer suffice for someone of your stature.”

      “Thank you,” was all Puff could manage. He was more than overwhelmed by it all, and by everything that had happened in such a short amount of time.

      Puff took a deep breath. Things had certainly changed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Nibs, Tinderbug and Puff sat on the front deck of Sir Pattercloud’s old home. Their legs dangled over the edge, as they took in a view of the park below. Each one held a large, ripe cherry. Puff had shared them from the Tournament of Oaks trophy, the Golden Acorn, which sat prominently on a table in the entryway.

      Puff took a bite of the cherry. His eyes got wide.

      “This is the most extraordinary cherry I’ve ever stuffed my cheeks with,” exclaimed Puff, the tart sweetness filling his mouth and making it water.

      “Supposedly they got them from a secret grove of cherry trees,” remarked Nibs, who began devouring hers as well.

      “Well I heard they were picked under a full moon, when it was highest in the night sky,” added Tinderbug, who gripped each side of her cherry gently as she turned it in a circle, nibbling off the soft, tender skin with her teeth.

      The three of them stopped talking and ate in silence. The cherries were that good. When they were done, Puff smacked his lips contentedly.

      “Cherries,” he said, feeling full.

      “Cherries,” responded Nibs and Tinderbug.

      Puff’s mind wandered, remembering everything that had happened. He wasn’t sure he was ready to be a knight, but he was ready for the challenge.

      “Have you decided on a name yet for your sword?” inquired Tinderbug.

      “Well, I was thinking it should honor Sir Pattercloud and the clan in some way,” replied Puff, drawing the small blade from the scabbard tied to his waist. “What do you think of The Gray Sliver?”

      “Hmm,” I’m not sure about that, said Tinderbug. “It doesn’t sound like something anyone would be afraid of.”

      “It’s a small sword,” complained Puff.

      “Yeah, so it needs a cool name,” added Nibs. “One that will keep young, black squirrels up at night and haunting their nightmares. How about Blackscourge?”

      “Oooooooh,” cooed Tinderbug. “That sounds frightening. I like it.”

      Puff thought. It did sound intimidating. Perhaps Nibs was right.

      “Okay. The Blackscourge of Clan Gray. I like it.”

      Puff and Tinderbug and Nibs giggled. It was a great name for a little sword.
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    2. Spar

    
      
      

      1 Feint: To make a deceptive or distracting movement, especially during a fight.

      

      2 Parry: To block a weapon or blow.

      

      3 Salivating: To show great desire or anticipation. To drool.

      

    

    3. Polish

    
      
      

      1 Dismissively: To reject out of hand. To downplay.

      

    

    4. Council

    
      
      

      1 Quarter will be given: Mercy will be shown in exchange for surrender.

      

      2 Benevolent: Well meaning and kindly.

      

    

    5. Tournament

    
      
      

      1 Copse: A small group of trees.

      

      2 Unsavory: Morally disagreeable and unpleasant.

      

    

    6. Defeat

    
      
      

      1 Mojo: Personal confidence. Originally used to mean a magic charm or spell or an amulet.

      

      2 Aghast: Filled with terror, amazement, or horror. Shocked and upset.

      

      3 Maniacally: Affected with or suggestive of madness. Frenzied excitement.

      

    

    7. Lost

    
      
      

      1 Exasperated: Having or showing strong feelings of irritation or annoyance.

      

    

    8. Signs

    
      
      

      1 Divines: To discover through intuition and/or a higher power.

      

      2 Commune: To receive communication from.

      

    

    9. Search

    
      
      

      1 Palpable: Capable of being felt. Easily noticeable.

      

    

    10. High and Low

    
      
      

      1 Bodega: A small grocery store in an urban area.

      

    

    12. Bodega

    
      
      

      1 Contraband: Stolen or smuggled goods.

      

    

    15. The Great Tree

    
      
      

      1 Rumormongering: To engage in the spreading of rumors.

      

      2 Put an acorn in it: A figure of speech that implies stuffing an acorn in someone’s mouth to make them shut up.

      

    

    16. Duel

    
      
      

      1 Cacophony: A harsh mixture of sounds.

      

    

    18. Down

    
      
      

      1 Impaled: To pierce with something pointed.

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Humble Request

          

        

      

    

    
      I sincerely hope you enjoyed reading The Squirrel Squire  as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, I would greatly appreciate a short review on whichever retailer you purchased this book from. Reviews are crucial for any author, and even writing just a line or two can make a huge difference.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join My Mailing List

          

        

      

    

    
      Stay in touch and get insider deals including opportunities to win free books, hear about the latest news first, and learn the dates for my upcoming releases. Sign up at www.erikdeleo.com/contact

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author
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            Also by Erik DeLeo

          

        

      

    

    
      The Cat Ninja (Fantastic Tails Book 2)

      The Owl Apprentice (Fantastic Tails Book 3)

      

      A Distant Moon (A Sci-Fi Novella)

      If you’re under 13, please check with an adult before purchasing A Distant Moon.
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