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For once dl seemed right with the world, even if the world in question happened to be the one to which
he had been unwillingly trangported, Jon-Tom reflected with aresigned sigh. It was a perfectly gorgeous
autumn morning. Bright sunshine warmed hisface, his somach was giving him no trouble, and therewas
addicioushitetotheair.

Not only did al seem right with the world, he was d so feding especidly good about himself. His studies
had progressed to the point where even the wizard Clothahump was willing to concede, abeit reluctantly,
that with continued practice and attention to detail Jon-Tom might actualy be worthy of the sobriquet of
Spdllsinger. The wizard had been in aparticularly good mood lately. Some of that could be attributed to
the fact that his apprentice, the owl Sorbl, had sworn off liquor after coming out of athree-day drunk.
While hewas lying unconscious on the floor of atavern, the owl's drinking buddies had amused
themsalves by pulling out most of histail feathers. The result |eft the apprentice sufficiently mortified to
embark on areturn to the long-forgotten state known as sobriety, of which he had not been an inhabitant
for sometime.

Even the wizard's bowel s were behaving, for which Jon-Tom was equally grateful. Thereisno more
pitiful Sght than aturtiewith thetrots.

There was only one problem. Hisfine morning mood notwithstanding, Jon-Tom couldn't shake avague
fedling of unease. It wasn't anything specific, nothing he could put aclaw on, but it had been nagging at
him most of the morning. It was unconscionable for something so intangible to spoil hismood.

Nothing like agood breskfast to banish lingering sensations of discontent, he mused as he bent over his
tray. But though the annelids were fresh and the dried anemone crunchy and well seasoned, the food
failed to dleviate his discomfort.

He turned toward the single window that |et light into the cave, his eyestalkstwisting for abetter view.
Beyond and below, the waves smashed energeticaly againgt the sheer granite cliff. Thedamp air of his
cavern was perfumed with the sharp smell of salt and seawater. Dried agae and kelp decorated the floor
andwalls

Both sunswere dready high in the ky. The largest gleamed deep purple through the clouds, whileits
smaller companion shed its norma pale green light on the coastline. The purple clouds reflected his mood
but were not responsiblefor it.

Turning away from the feeding tray, he used alesser claw to wipe edible tidbitsinto hismouth. The



tension caused his eyestalks to clench, and he made a deliberate effort to relax.

Nerves, hetold himsdlf firmly. Nothing but nerves. Except that he had no reason to be nervous. If all
was right with the world, what was there to be nervous about? He sighed deeply, shook himsdlf, preened
his eyestalks. Nothing helped. Something, somewhere, was seriously wrong.

A hiss behind him made him shift from contemplation of his continued unease to the passageway that led
out of hiscave. The hisswasfollowed by arasping noise and aformal greeting. Moving lithely on six
chitinouslegs, Clothahump shuffled into the chamber. As befitted his age, his shell was twice the diameter
of Jon-Tom's, though Jon-Tom was more intimidated by the wizard'sintellect than by hissize,

His mentor's eyes bobbed and danced on the ends of foot-long stalks that, like Jon-Tom's, were apae
turquoise blue. Upon entering sideways, the wizard assumed a stance next to the window where he could
inhdethefull rush of sdt-gained air. Settling hislegs beneath him, he gestured with his primary claw.

"A question for you, my boy. How are you fedling this morning? Anything troubling you? Headache,
nausea perhaps?’

"Nothing." Jon-Tom's eyestalks dipped and bobbed eloquently. "I fed grest. It'sabeautiful day.” He
hesitated. "Except . . ."

"Except what?" the wizard prompted him.

"Nothing, redlly. It'sonly that since | woke up thismorning, well-it's hard to define. | don't fed ahundred
percent, and | should. There's something, afunny fegling of-I don't know. | just don't fed right.”

"You fed that something isnot asit should be, but you are unable to definewhat it is?"
"Yes, exactly! Y ou've been feding the samething?'

"Yes, indeed. | believe it woke me up.”

Jon-Tom nodded excitedly. "Metoo. But | can't pinit down."

"Redlly?| should think you would have been ableto by thistime."

Before Jon-Tom could respond, a three-foot-long centipede wandered into the chamber. It peered
mournfully up at Clothahump before glancing over at Jon-Tom. He recognized the famulusimmediately.

Sorbl. Y ou've been drinking again. | thought you'd sworn off the stuff.”

"Sorry." The centipede staggered toward the depression in the middle of the chamber. "But when | got a
look & mysdlf in the mirror thismorning, well, you canimagine.”

"l can? Imagine what?'
The centipede returned its sorrowful Sareto its master. "Hasn't he figured it out yet?"
"Figured what out yet?'

"Y ou don't notice anything unusua ?" the famulus asked in dishelief.



"Unusud?No, | don't..." Andthenit hit him as sharply asif hed stuck hisfinger in an eectric socket.
That was his problem: hewasn't noticing. Noticing, for example, what was wrong with the wizard's
assstant. Sorbl was an owl, gpproximately three feet in height, with wingsto match and vast yellow eyes,
usually bloodshot. What he was not was a three-foot-long centipede.

"Holy shit, Sorbl-what happened to you?'

The centipede gaped at him. "What happened to me? How about what's happened to you? Or haven't
you taken alook at yoursdlf yet thismorning?'

Not possessing the right equipment for frowning, Jon-Tom settled for clicking hislesser claw severd
times to indicate the extent of his confuson. Then hetook the time to ingpect himself.

Nothing out of the ordinary. Everything wasin its proper place. His six legs were folded neetly beneath
him, his primary and lesser claws held out in front. His eyestalks enabled him to study every part of his
body. Oh, his palps were till amite grungy from breskfast, and his shell could use a cleaning, but other
than that, everything gppeared to be in good working order.

"You gill don't know what'swrong, do you?" Clothahump sounded more curious than accusatory.

"No, | don't." Jon-Tom was growing irritated by the repeated question. "'l don't know what happened to
transform Sorbl, but | can't be expectedto . . ."

Transform. The word meant something important in the context of thismorning's unease. Change. Alter.
Different.

Something went click inside his head. It was asif his eyes were lensesin acamerabelonging to another
individua entirdly and that individua had just released the shuitter.

Hetook another look a himself; agood look, along look. Then he started to tremble, which is not easy
to do when oneis mounted on six legs and is Sitting down besides. Theinternd vibrationswere
impressive. Nausea? Clothahump had inquired about it upon entering. He wasin the process of having
his question fulfilled.

Wishing for a sudden onset of blindness, Jon-Tom stared around the chamber. Sorbl was not al that had
been transformed. For openers, the wizard Clothahump did not live in arocky, moisture-drenched cave
that looked out over an ocean. Helived in agiant oak tree whose interior had been dimensionally
enlarged by one of the sorcerer's spdlls. The oak grew in the middie of aforest cdled the Bellwoods, not
by the shore of some unknown seathat foamed red instead of white againgt the rocks.

Therewas dso the matter of the sun's absence and its replacement by two unhedthy-looking orbs of
green and purple. Clothahump himself was aturtle many hundreds of years old, not an arthropod of
unknown origin. For that matter, he himself, Jon-Tom, nee JonathanThomasM eriweather, was ayoung
man Sx feet two inchestdl, abit on the dim side, with shoulder-length brown hair and athoughtful
expression. He looked weekly down at himsdlf for a second time. Nothing had changed since this
revelaion had struck him.

Hewas ill agiant blue crab.

"Y ou would think, my boy," declared Clothahump in that sometimes maddeningly condescending tone of



his, "that you would have noticed the change before this, but 1 suppose readjustment takes more time
when it occursimmediately upon awakening.”

"Readjustment?’ He was very near panicking. "What the hell's going on? What's happened to you?
What happened to Sorbl?What . . . ." He started to gesture with a claw, and as soon as he saw it
hovering in front of him, he quickly drew it back againg hisbody asif the very movement might makeit

disappear. "What's happened to everything?"

"Well, my boy." The wizard spoke while nonchaantly preening one eyestalk with his secondary claw,
acting asthough it were atask he performed regularly every morning. "It would appear that we are
confronted by a problem of grave dimensions.”

"Oh, no," Jon-Tom moaned. At least, he thought he moaned. It emerged asakind of shilant hiss. "Why
must it dways be aproblem of grave dimensions? Can't we ever be confronted by a problem of
lighthearted dimensions? A problem of mild dimensions? A problem requiring only smple,
draightforward solutions?'

"Y ou are becoming hysterica, my boy."

"I am not becoming hysterical,” Jon-Tom snapped. " Sarcastic and mad and maybe alittle crazy, but not
hystericd.”

At that moment the enormous blue crab, which had been listening patiently to him, vanished. So did the
algae- and kelp-strewn wall of the cave, and theroar of the ocean outside, and the thick tangy odor of
sdt spray. The purple and green light that had illuminated the chamber was replaced with awarm,
indigtinct trangparency. Clothahump the wizard, the read Clothahump, was sitting facing him on astool not
Sx feet away and regarding hisyoung guest camly.

Behind the wizard was the soft blond-brown wood that formed the interior walls of the greet tree. The
cave, too, had gone, to be replaced by the familiar surroundings of his own room. There was his bed,
there his desk and chair, over in the corner the smple washbasin and spigots. Rising on shaky legs, he
crossed to the basin, turned the cold water tap on full, and splashed it freely over hisface and arms. As
he dried himsdf hefdt with relief the soft smooth skin that covered hisarms. The hard chitinous shell was
gone. He touched his head, felt the recently washed shoulder-length hair.

| an me again, he thought with exquisterelief.

The world was normal once more. Or was it? What of the problem the wizard had aluded to? Jon-Tom
knew that the turtle did not refer to such matterslightly, and held aready been subjected to an intimate
illugtration of the seriousness of the problem.

Widl, no matter. They would handleit, asthey had handled such matters before. Clothahump would
know how to cope, what to do. Oh, he would moan and groan and gripe about the loss of his precious
time, but he would take care of things, and Jon-Tom, as dways, would learn from the experience. Surely
any sorcerer who could concelve a strategy for defegating the Plated Folk at the Jo-Troom Gate and who
could provide hot and cold running water in the heart of an oak tree could cope with this small matter of
waking up in another world in the body of agiant blue crab?

Only-what if it hgppened again?

With some amazement he saw that his hands were trembling.



"Hey," he said, trying to sound cool and failing because his voice was dso shaking, "look a my hands.
How about that? Maybe | am alittle hysterica .

Clothahump responded with a disapproving clucking sound, though his expression wasfull of sympathy.
"Delayed reaction.”" He reached into one of the drawers built into his plastron, spent a moment searching,

and removed asmadll foil packet. He tossed the contents into the air while reciting a spell new to
Jon-Tom.

"Suffer the shakesto cease and desit,
Soothe the disquiet and dtir.

The neurd pathways now should consst
Of quiet not unlike acat's purr

Tallium, condralium

Come forth endorphinsand vaium!™

Immediately afeding of great contentment and well-being spread through Jon-Tom's entire body. The
relief was so sudden and complete that he didn't mind the fact he could no longer stand erect. Sorbl
caught him just in time, helped him over to hisbed.

"l may have overdoneit abit,” Clothahump muttered.
"No, no, | fed fing," Jon-Tom assured him. " Jugt-fi-ine."

The wizard was nodding to himsdlf. "Definitey overdid it. Y ou are enjoying yourself too much." And he
made some sgnsin the air while Jon-Tom struggled to protest.

His head cleared and his hands remained steady. He tried not to show his disappointment.

"Uh, what was that Suff, Sr?"

Theturtle wagged awarning finger a him. "Thisisno time for pharmacologica experimentation, my boy.
Y ou are not mature enough to utilize such spellsin proper moderation. Y our head needs to be clear, and

what brain you have to be functioning optimally. Or have you forgotten aready what | just told you?!

"Y eah, yeah." Unable to conceal his boredom, he sat up on the bed, put his hands on his knees.
"Ancther serious problem. Big ded.”

Clothahump eyed him carefully. "'l definitely should have used aless powerful spdll. Well, any remaining
aftereffectswill wear off quickly enough.”

"Too bad," Jon-Tom muttered. "Look, I've heard it al before, Sir. But | just can't get excited anymore.



Especidly since you're obvioudy cgpable of handling this particular problem.”

"Isthat s0?" Clothahump peered at him through six-sided glasses. "What makes you think | will be able
to handleit?"

"Y ou dready have." Jon-Tom blandly waved ahand a hisroom. "Y ou put everything right again. |
mean, I'm mysdf again, and you're you, and the world iswhat it ought to be. Everything isasit should
mll

"Indeed that is s0," the wizard conceded, "except that | am distressed to admit that none of it was my
doing."

Jon-Tom blinked & him. ™Y ou mean you didn't bring things back to normal ?'
"Absolutely not, my boy, any more than | bent them askew in thefirst place.”

"Then," Jon-Tom said, much more dowly, "it could happen again? | could turn back into agiant blue
crab?'

"Oh, yes, mogt certainly. At any moment. And myself also, just as Sorbl could turn back into that crawly
thing he was, and this comfortable tree back into a damp cave, and-"

"All right, dl right." Thethought of returning to that skittering crablike shape, smdlling of diennessand
sea-stink, was enough to shock Jon-Tom out of his boredom. "But | don't understand. Things like that
don't just "happen.”

"Ah, but we have indisputable evidence that it did, my boy. Furthermore, should it happen again, the
effects could be quite different.”

'What do you mean 'different”?" Jon-Tom asked uneasily, ingpecting hisroom as though signsand
portents of any impending change might be lying there on his chair or hanging from his clothes rack next
to hisextrashirt.

"I mean that next time the world might become less recognizable ill. At any moment, without warning of
any kind."

Jon-Tom consdered this. "It wasn't anillusion, then? | actualy changed. Y ou and Sorbl actudly

"Quite 0. The entire world was transformed. Y ou did not imagine that you were alarge blue crab. You
became alarge blue crab.”

"I wasn't sure. | thought that maybe-" He broke off.
"Maybe what, my boy?'

Jon-Tom found it difficult to meet the wizard's gaze. "That you were playing some kind of elaborate
joke. Youre adwaystesting me."

"A not unreasonable assumption on your part, save for thefact that | never engage in anything asjuvenile
aspractical jokes. Thiswasnotest. | wishit wereso."



Jon-Tom nodded thoughtfully, then reached for the duar, which was hanging by its shoulder strap from
one of hisbed's corner posts. He dipped the strap over his shoulder, cradled the instrument against his
ribs.

Now it was the wizard's turn to look discomforted. "What are you going to do with that, my boy?'
While Jon-Tom's control over his spellsinging had improved dramaticaly under the turtlestutelage, it was
gl far from precise. His ability to evoke marve ous things with hismusic was till matched only by his
inability to control them.

"I'mjust holding it," Jon-Tom replied irritably. Did Clothahump still regard him as nothing more than an
amateur? " Do you think that after all my practicing | still don't know what I'm doing?”

"I could not have put it better mysdlf.”

Jon-Tom was ready with asharp retort, but he never voiced it. He was too busy staring at the little finger
of hisleft hand. It had grown six inches and turned into a bobbing, weaving worm. It curled back over his
pam and glared up a him out of tiny glittering gold eyes.

Asquickly asit had appeared, it vanished. He wiggled the smal finger again, swallowed.

"Yes, | saw it," said Clothahump in response to Jon-Tom's unasked question. "The changesvary in
degree. Not all need be as drastic and complete as the one we awoke to. The whole world and
everything init can change, or only asmal part can shift. Onefinger, for example. Our reactionsto such
changes depend on what we happen to be doing at the time the change occurs. We were fortunate that
we were engaged in nothing more complex than eating breakfast when the first perturbation struck. The
damage, not to mention the psychic shock, would have been much more severe had, for example, you
been spellsinging or Stting on the John.”

"I get theidea,” Jon-Tom shook his head. "I've been exposed to alot of magic since you brought me
here, but I've never heard of anything haf so powerful asthis."

"It has nothing to do with magic,” said the wizard firmly. "What has happened, what is happening, isthe
result of naturd law."

"Whatever." Jon-Tom waved the comment off and took a second to make sure the object doing the
waving was anormd five-fingered hand. "Y ou cal it natura law, | call it magic, somebody esecdlsit
physics. Theresult isthe same. Structures and functions are being dtered againgt the will of those
involved." Helet the fingers of hisright hand strum lightly over the duar's strings. A mellow, soft tonefilled
the room. Fortunately that was dl, but Clothahump checked the corners of the chamber just to be
certain.

"Yes. And thereis no way of predicting when the changeswill occur or how severe will betheir effects.
But it must be stopped. If nothing is done, the changes will continue with greater and greater frequency.
They will dso become more extreme.”

"How could | turn into anything weirder than agiant blue crab?"

"Look at yourself and reconsider that question,” said the wizard dryly. "1 would rather live asablue crab
than asatdl mamma devoid of pigment.”



Jon-Tom had become inured to comments about his species defects and continued to lightly strum the
duar. "So who's out to get us, then?'

"No oneisout to get us."
"Therésno vast evil behind what's happening? That's a switch.”

"Not on the part of the cause of the disturbances, no,” Clothahump told him. "It isanatura phenomenon,
like an earthquake.”

Jon-Tom knew better where earthquakes were concerned but decided not to interrupt the wizard with a
digresson. "You say 'it." Everything that's happened has asingle cause?' Hislittle finger tried to turn back
into the worm again, but asharp glance seemed to put a hdt to the incipient transformation.

"That is correct.”" Clothahump began to pace the bedroom. "It is producing blurs, dterations, changesin
the composition of existence by inducing shiftsin the atomic subsiructure of maiter. It doesthisby
emitting destabilizing bursts of energy of unbelievableintensty. The degree of change our universe
experiences varies proportionately to the strength of each burst.”

"Our universe?' Jon-Tom swallowed.

Clothahump nodded somberly. "Did | not say it was alarge problem? Fortunately such occurrences are
asrare asthey are serious. There are not that many perambulators around. And that, my boy, isthe
source of these unsettling aterations we are experiencing.” He squinted through hisglasses. "Y ou
comprehend my meaning?'

"Oh, sure, absolutely. Uh, what's a perambulator?!

"Wadll, itisone of two things. It isether ababy carriage or aperambulating prime. | believe we can
safely exclude thefirgt asthe cause of what is happening. The other isdifficult to define. It isreputed to
be apart organic, part inorganic, part orgasmic creature that's neither here nor there, only in thisinstance
it'sboth here and there. It drifts around, cavorting between an infinite number of possible universes as
well asthe impossible ones, inducing changes wherever it goes.™

"l see," murmured Jon-Tom as he franticaly tried to sort some sense out of the bits and pieces of
seemingly contradictory nonsense the wizard had been spouting.

"There aren't many of them," Clothahump continued. "Normally they pass through our universe so
quickly that the few disruptionsthey cause occur without attracting attention. Although it has never been
done, it istheoretically possble to capture a perambulator, to restrain it, and to hold it in one place. As
you can imagine, thiswould be very unsettling to something that is used to traveling freely between entire
universes. Our theoreticaly restrained perambulator would be likely to respond by throwing off more
frequent bursts of perturbating energy. Thisiswhat | believe has happened.”

"So what you're saying," Jon-Tom replied dowly, "isthat we arein trouble because something that is
cgpable of disturbing the entire fabric of existence is suffering the equivaent of an interdimensiona attack
of claustrophobia.”

"Y our andysisis unnecessarily verbose, asusud, but you are essentidly correct.”

"Wish | wasn't. How do you stop something like that?' He was aware that his skin had suddenly turned



adelicate shade of puce. Clothahump had gone bright pink. It only lasted a moment, and then his normal
hedlthy skin color returned. "l understand the need for urgency. The world's atough enough placeto try
to make ago of it in without having to worry about its changing from day to day."

"The solution isSmple, though accomplishing it may prove otherwise. We must find the place where the
perambulator has been frozen in space-time and freeit to go on itsway."

Jon-Tom shook hishead. "l till don't understand how something that's capable of traveling from one
dimension or universe to another can be restrained. It's not like catching a butterfly.”

Clothahump spread his hands. "' don't know how it can be done, either, my boy. But something has
doneit. Or someone.”

Thetdl youth essayed anervous grin. "Come on. Surely you don't think someone like you or meis
capable of doing something like that?"

"Anyoneis capable of anything,” Clothahump informed him sternly. "There is nothing that can be
imagined that cannot be done given enough time, devotion, intelligence, and blind luck.”

"So somebody hasto find this thing, cope with whatever hasit trapped, and free it before we dl go nuts.
Swell." Again hisfingers caressed the duar's strings. " So why can't somebody else do it for achange?
Why not send awhole coterie of wizards after thisthing?”

"Because, asyou well know," Clothahump said in hisbest lecturing tone, "1 am the most powerful and
important wizard thereis, so it behooves meto act for the common good in instances where others
would have not the dightest inkling how to proceed.”

Jon-Tom's expression turned sour. "Uh-huh. And, of course, | have to go dong with you because I'm
sharing your house and your food and you're the only chance | have of ever returning home.”

"And because you have agood heart, value my counsel, and suffer from anirresistible urgeto help
otherswho arein trouble," the wizard added. ™Y ou aso are an incorrigible show-off."

"Thanks, | think. Wdll, at least dl well haveto ded with are these damn changes. They're disconcerting,
but it'snot likethey put usin any danger of bodily harm.”

"Thet remainsto be seen," said the wizard unencouragingly.

"L ook, can't you manage without me? Just this one time? On your own?"

Clothahump steepled hisfingers and looked blandly skyward. "If the perambulator is not freed and the
world changes too many times, theloca structure of matter could become permanently distorted. We
might loseathing or two."

"Like, for instance?'

"Like gravity."

Jon-Tom took adeep breath. "Okay, I'll come. Y ou've madeit pretty clear that there's no place to hide
fromthisthing."



"No placeat dl, my boy, any more than there is a place where you can hide from my criticisms.”
"Y ou sure you want me along, what with my inaccurate spelsnging and al?*

"Do not take my littlejibesto heart. Y ou have accomplished some wonders with that instrument, and
your voice and you may yet have the chance to do so again in the course of our journey. Besides, I'm
getting on, and | need someone young and strong . . ."

"To help you over the rough spots, | know," said Jon-Tom, having listened to the wizard's lament many
timesbefore. "1 said I'd come, didn't I? Not that | have any choice. Not that any of us have any choice, |
guess, with the stability of the world at stake. What's this perambulator thing look like, anyway?'

Clothahump shrugged. "No one knows. It issaid that it can look like anything, or nothing. A tree, a
stone, awigp of air. You and | define what we seein terms of what we are familiar with. We compare
new sightsto the nature we know. The perambulator is not afreak of nature; it isafreak of supernature.

"It issaid that in shgpe and composition, structure, and outlineit islike many individuas 1 know:
ungtable. There are ancient linesthat ingst it is pleasant to look upon. Nor isits character maign. It does
not disturb from purpose or evil design. The perturbations are an unavoidable consequence of itself. It
would be avery nice thing to encounter, | suspect, if it did not have this unfortunate habit of causing the
universein which it hgppensto be resding to go completely haywire."

"And you're sure that's what we're dedling with here?!

"Nothing € se but a perambulator could perturb the world in such afashion,” Clothahump assured him.
The wizard had assumed the shape of an ederly moaose with bright yellow wings. It needed the wings
because he was sitting atop a hundred-foot-tall spruce. Jon-Tom looked at the dizzying drop benesath his
own dangling, furry legs, and fought to hold on to the crown of his own tree. He saw no reason to
disagree with the wizard's assessment.

The perturbation lasted longer thistime, amost three minutes, before the world snapped back to redlity.
Jon-Tom breathed asigh of relief when it became clear that they had returned to the redlity of
Clothahump's tree once again. Of course, in redlity they had not moved, had never Ieft it. Only redlity had
moved.

"You're surethese arered changeswe're experiencing and not just somekind of clever mass
delusons?'

"Y ou would have found out had you fallen from that tree in which you had been squatting a moment
ago," Clothahump assured him. ™Y ou would have changed back, of course, except that you would now
be lying spread al over thisfloor. Y ou had been given wings, but could you have determined how to use
themin the brief moment of faling?'

"I'm beginning to see why we haveto find this perambulator and freeit fast." He walked over the
washbasin and poured himsdlf aglass of water from the jug standing on the shelf nearby. Except that
ingtead of water, the glassfilled with an darmingly noisy bright blue liquid that fizzed and bubbled. He had
the digtinct impression that hisdrink was angry a him.

The glass dipped from hisfingers. Asit tumbled, the fizzing reached epic proportions. He dove for the
far ade of hisbed while Clothahump retreated indgde his shell. Propelled by the explosve bluefizz, the
glass rocketed around the room, bouncing off suddenly rubbery walls and hunting furioudy for the



creature that had dared try to drink it. It barely missed Jon-Tom's head as he scrambled beneath the bed.

Lacking either abutterfly net or ashotgun, they could only wait until thefizz logt itszip. Thisoccurred a
amogt exactly the same moment when they dipped back to redlity and the perturbation ceased.
Occupied once more by ordinary water, the glasslost momentum in midair and shattered wetly against
the footboard of the bed. Clothahump emerged from his shell while Jon-Tom warily crawled out from
beneath the bed, keeping awatchful eye on theliquid debrislest the puddletry to bite him.

"Try thesink again, my boy. It should be dl right now."
Jon-Tom gtraightened. "Never mind. Suddenly I'm not thirsty anymore.”

"Y ou're going to have to keep your nerves under control. We dl are. Why, we haven't so much as
begun, and things can only get worse before they get better.”

"That'swhat | enjoy about assisting you, Clothahump. Y ou're alway's So reassuring about the outcome.”

"Tut, my boy," thewizard chided him gternly, "you must remain cam in the face of chaos. If for no other
reason than to maintain control over your spdlsinging.”

" 'Keep control.' 'Stay calm' Easy for you to say. Y ou have some idea of what we're up against, and
you're theworld's greatest sorcerer. Of course, you can keep your reactions under control. Y ou're sure
of your abilities. I'm not. Y ou know that you'll be okay."

Clothahump's reply did nothing to boost Jon-Tom's confidence.

"Areyou kidding, my boy? I'm scared shitless”

Jon-Tom had to bend his head to avoid bumping it on the celling. Clothahump had proven himself an
accommodating host where his ungainly young human guest was concerned, but such accommodations
did not extend to dtering the tree-home spell to provide the dimensionaly expanded interior with higher
cellings and doorways. Such spells were time-consuming and expensive, the wizard had informed him,
and one did not mess with the details unless something happened to go wrong with the plumbing.

So hewas compelled to bend low whenever moving from room to room. It wasn't al bad, though.
There were beneficid side effects. During the months of residing in the tree held become quite agile, and
he could now take a blow to the forehead without so much aswincing.

He thought he was intimately familiar with every chamber and cubbyhole the tree possessed, but the
tunnel Clothahump was presently leading him down was new to him. Not only wasit alien in appearance,
it seemed to be leading them downward.

Sorbl gppeared, waiting for them. The famulus held aglowing bulb on the end of agtick. Thelight



flickered unevenly, aclear sgnthat Sorbl had put theillumination spell on the bulb by himsdf.
"Herel am, Magter."
"Drunk again," sngpped the wizard accusingly. Sorbl drew himsalf up straight.

"No, Master. See, | am not swaying." Indeed, Sorbl |ooked rock-steady. "I see you and Jon-Tom
dearly.”

Jon-Tom looked at the famulus. Y es, the great yellow eyes were much less bloodshot than usudl.
Clothahump nodded brusquely toward the glow bulb. "We won't be neding that.”
"Y ou are going down into the cellar, Master?"

"Cdlar?' Jon-Tom let hisgaze travel upward. "1 didn't know the tree had a cellar. How come you never
showed it to me before, Sr?”

"Itisnot aplacethat isused for storage. It isaplace used only for certain things. There was no reason
to useit-until now."

The famulus extended the glow-bulb pole. "Here you are, Magter. I'll be going now.”

"Going? Going where? Y ou're coming with me, Sorbl. How do you ever expect to learn anything if you
keep running of f?*

"From books, Master."
"Books are not enough. One must dso gain experience.”
"But, Magter, | don't likethecdlar.”

Clothahump looked disgusted and put his hands on his hips-well, on the sides of his shell, anyway. Being
amember of the turtle persuasion, hishipswere not visble.

"Sometimes | think you'll never progress beyond famulus. But | am bound by our contract to try to
hammer some knowledge into you. Keep thelight if it reassures you.” He shook hishead. "An owl that's
afraid of the dark."

"I am not afraid of the dark, Master," Sorbl replied quickly, seeming to gather some of his self-respect
around him. "I'm just afraid of what'sdown inthe cdllar.”

"Wait aminute,” said Jon-Tom, "isthis something | ought to know about? What's this all about? What
are you o frightened of, Sorbl?

The owlet gazed up at him out of vast yellow eyes. "Nothing.”
"Well, then," asked athoroughly confused Jon-Tom, "what's there to be afraid of ?*

"| told you," the famulus reiterated, "nothing.”



"WEe're not making a connection here," said the exasperated Jon-Tom. He glanced at Clothahump.
"Wheat's he so scared of 7'

"Nothing," the wizard informed him solemnly.
Jon-Tom nodded sardonicdlly. "Right. I'm glad that's cleared up.”

Thewizard glared at hisassistant. " Sorbl, you must stay with me. | may require your aid. We haveto do
thisbecauseit isthe only way | can divine the location of the perambulator. That should be obviousto
anyone." He eyed Jon-Tom expectantly. "Shouldn't it?"

"Absolutely,” said Jon-Tom without hesitation, s multaneoudy wondering what he was concurring with.

"Furthermore,” Clothahump went on, turning his attention back to Sorbl, "you will be accompanying me
on thejourney to come."

"Me?" Sorbl squesked. "But I'm till just afamulus, alowly apprentice. And besides, someone will have
to stay to look after the tree, pay the bills, take out the-"

"The tree can look after itself. I'm ashamed of you, Sorbl." He gestured at Jon-Tom. "Thislad is coming
with me, so how can you think of staying behind?"

"It'seasy if | put my mindtoit."

"He comes from another world entirely and has no desire to gpprentice in wizardry matters, yet by
persevering he has developed into something not unlike a spellsinger. He should be an example to you.
What happened to your ambition, your drive, your desire to experience and learn about the mysteries of
the universe?'

"Can't | just stay and take care of thelaundry?' Sorbl pleaded hopefully.

"Y ou are my apprentice, not my housekeeper,” Clothahump reminded him sternly. "If I'd wanted just a
housekeeper, | would have contracted with someone far more comely and of the opposite sex. Asmy
gpprentice, you will follow and learn whether you like it or not. Y ou signed the contract. At thetimel
thought you were doing so with half abrain. | did not redize you werein the afterthroes of a drunken

stupor, nor did I know that was your preferred state of consciousness. But a contract isa contract. | will
make awizard of you eveniif it killsboth of usin the process.”

"How about just one of us?' Sorbl muttered, but to himsdlf.

"Besdes," Clothahump continued in amore conciliatory tone, "on this particular journey you can be
egpecidly useful.”

"l can?| mean, | can."

"Indeed. During the perturbation we experienced this mom-ing, you displayed none of the panic one
would have expected from one of your intellectud temperament.”

"Perturbation? What's that?" Sorbl appeared genuinely bemused.

"Don't you remember?’ Jon-Tom stared at the owl. "The change. The tree turned into a cave, the forest



outside into an ocean. Clothahump and | became giant blue crabs and you turned into some kind of
squiggly centipedething.”

"Oh, that." Sorbl looked relieved. "For amoment | thought 1'd missed something. Y ou mean you saw it
too? That'saswitch."

"Sorbl," Jon-Tom explained patiently, "the change was for redl. The perturbation actually happened.”

"No kidding?' He glanced from wizard to spellsinger. "Redly?" Both man and turtle nodded somberly.
"Wadl, sowhat? | mean, what'sto get excited about?’

"Y ou see?' Clothahump continued talking to Jon-Tom while examining hisinnocent-eyed famulusthe
way hewould anew meta or something interesting found benegth a stump. "We are witnessto the single
beneficia effect of the long-term consumption of acohol. Sorbl was not fazed by the perturbation
because he exigtsin a state of perpetua perturbation aready-though perhaps perpetud inebriation would
be more accurate.

"I getit," Jon-Tom said. "Y ou mean that Snce heliveswith the D.T.'severy day, the sudden
transformation of the world around him isn't any more upsetting than anything he experiences during his

regular binges?'

"l do not have regular binges," protested Sorbl indignantly. "Each oneisthe result of glorious
spontaneity.”

"And that iswhy, my good famulus," Clothahump informed him, "you will be of such help on thisjourney,
for nothing that overtakes uswill faze you, Snce you are used to such transformations. So that you may
remainin thisbenign state | will even permit you to bring along asupply of liquor, which | mysdlf will
alocateto you on alibera daily basis. A cart runs best when properly lubricated, and so, it would
appear, does acertain famulus.”

Sorbl couldn't believe what he was hearing. His beak al but fell to hisfoot feathers.

"I will come, Magter-since | have no choice in the matter, anyway." He hesitated. "Did you really mean it
when you said | would be alowed to bring dong, ah, liquid refreshment?’

Clothahump nodded. "Much asthe idea distresses me, it isimportant that you remain in the sate to
which you would like to become permanently accustomed. Y our intake will be carefully moderated. Y ou
will be kept "happy’ but not unconscious.”

"No need to worry about that, Master!” The owl dl but saluted. "1 shdl follow your ingtructionsto the
letter.”

"Hmmmm. Well see. And now that we have settled the matter of who is going where, let us continue on
our way downward. We have little time to wagte. If the perambulator is not freed as soon as possible,
the frequency of the resultant perturbations will increase and we run the risk of becoming encased in
permanent change.”

"I know, Magter," murmured Sorbl as he led the way down, "but the cdllar.”

Clothahump gave him ashove. "l said there was no other way. And pick up your feet or I'll set fireto
your feathersand use you for light."



Sorbl's pace increased markedly.

The tunnel wallswere composed of nothing more eaborate than packed earth. There was nothing in the
way of visible support: no wooden beams, no concrete pillars, no metal flanges or masonry. Only the
damp, thick-smelling soil. It muddied his boots. Tiny crawling things retreated from their advancing light,

burrowing hastily into wals or floor. Maybe they didn't need the light, as Clothahump had insisted, but
Jon-Tom was very glad of its presence nonetheless.

Perhaps the tunndl's stability was maintained by another of Clothahump's complex dimensional spells, or
perhaps thiswas merely part and parcel of the tree-home spdll itself. The notion of atreewith acdlar
was even more outre' than the reality of onethat had been dimensionaly expanded.

Sorbl was severa paces ahead of them now, so he was able to lean forward and whisper to the wizard.
"He can't hear us, so maybe now you can tell me what thereisto be afraid of down here?"

"Sorbl dready informed you: nothing.”
"Look, gr, | don't want to appear dense, but could you be alittle more specific?'

"Specificity isthe soul of every explanation, my boy. A question: What isthe shortest distance between
two points?'

"A gdraight line, of course. | mean, I'm prelaw, and math was never my best subject, but | know that

""Then you know nothing, or rather, you don't know about nothing, which is, of course, the shortest
distance between any two points.”

Jon-Tom frowned. He was growing more confused, not less. "Nothing isthe shortest distance between
two points?*

"Ah!" Thewizard looked pleased. "Now you have it. Of course, the shortest distance between two
pointsis nothing. Obvioudy, if thereis nothing between two points, then they must coexist Sde by sde.™

Jon-Tom considered this. "'I'm not sure that makes sense.”

"Doesthelogic follow?"
"Semantically speaking, yes, but mathematicaly spesking . . ."

"Pay atention. If thereis nothing between two points, then thereis nothing preventing them from being
tangent to one another, isthere? If the only thing that lies between us and the location of the
unperambulating perambulator is nothing, then we should be ableto find it quite easily.”

"But there is something between the perambulator and us: agreat ded of distance. Y ou said so yourself.”

"That'sright, | did."

"Then how the blazes do you expect to find it by going down into this cellar?' an exasperated Jon-Tom
demanded to know.



"Because if we go into the cdllar, we will find there is nothing there. And on the other side of that nothing
liesthe perambulator. And everything elsethat is. But our concern at the moment iswith the
perambulator only.”

"l see," said Jon-Tom, deciding to give up and wait to see what might actually await them down in the
cdlar.

They waked for what seemed like another hour but in redlity was only another few minutes before the
tunnel bent sharply to thel€ft. It opened onto a small domed chamber which, as nearly as Jon-Tom could
caculate, lay directly benesth the center of the great oak tree in which the wizard made hishome. The
floor of packed earth was smooth and clean. Something froze for an instant, momentarily stunned by
Sorbl'slight. Then it scurried acrassthe floor to vanishin asmdl hole in the opposite wall.

Thick gnarled branches protruded from the celling, twisting and curling overhead. Though entirely
naturd, they gave the dome the appearance of aroom with alatticework ceiling. Smal fibers protruded
from the larger wooden cails, probing the air in search of nutrients and moisture.

Roots, Jon-Tom mused. A root cellar. Of course. | should have thought of that, he told himself. He said
as much to Clothahump.

Thewizard had settled himself in the chamber's single piece of furniture. The sturdy chair occupied the
exact center of the room.

"A root cdlar, yes, and avery particular one." He searched the ceiling amoment before pointing. "Up
thereistheroot of envy. Over theretheroot of inspiration." Heturned dightly in hischair. "And up in that
corner, that dightly golden-hued wood? That's theroot of dl evil.”

Jon-Tom gstared. Was that particular branch composed of golden-hued wood or wood-hued gold?
Clothahump noticed the intengity of his stare and smiled.

"Don't let it affect you so. It'snot al it's cracked up to be." He turned back around to face the center of
the room once more. "Sorbl, since we have the globe, put it here.”

The famulus approached, jammed the light-supporting pole into the earth, and retreated back against a
wall without Clothahump having to prompt him to do so. Jon-Tom moved to stand next to the

apprentice. Clothahump crossed both arms over his plastron and closed his eyes, a sure sign that he was
about to embark on amost powerful spell indeed. Asfurther proof of the seriousness of hisintentions, he
muttered afew phrases, then removed his glasses and dipped them into their protective case in one of the
uppermost drawers of his chest.

"What now?" Jon-Tom whispered to the owl. "What's he going to call forth?"

Sorbl was standing as close to thewall as possible, heedless of dirtying hisvest or feathers. He was
staring wide-eyed at the wizard, who had entered into his preevoking trance.

"Y ou dready know. He's going to call up nothing.”

"Oh, right, | forgot. Well, then, there's 'nothing' to be afraid of, isthere?' He meant it as ajoke, but there
was no suggestion of humor in the famulussreply.



"That'sright, that'sright! Y ou do understand.”

Clothahump turned dowly to face them, hiseyes il shut tight. From another drawer in his plastron he
brought forth asmall, tightly rolled scroll of paper. " Sorbl.”

"Y-yes, Magter?' The famulus approached hesitantly.

"Itisfor youto read." Jon-Tom noted with awe that the wizard's voice had changed. It was dightly
louder and agood deal more powerful, as though its owner had grown two hundred years younger in the
gpace of afew moments of sllent contemplation. There was much he wanted to know, but thiswas
neither the time nor place to ask questions.

In any event, he suspected that Clothahump would soon show, if not describe, hisintentions.

Sorbl carefully unrolled the top portion of the scroll, squinted at the linesthereon. "1 don't know if | can
read it, Magter. Theprint isvery fine"

"Of courseyou can read it," Clothahump rumbled in hisyouthful voice. ™Y our other quditiesrequire
much work, but your natural vison issuperior. Return to your wall if you wish, but when | raisemy arm,
you must begin.”

"Asyou say, Magter." Sorbl retrested until he stood very close to Jon-Tom once more. Man and owl
waited to see what would happen next.

Clothahump dowly lifted both hands until hisarmswere pointing straight up into the dark air. To
Jon-Tom's amazement the arm continued to rise, pulling the wizard's body with it until hewas Stting in
emptiness severa inches above the seat of hischair. He drew hislegsinto hisshell, pulled in his head until
only the eyes were visible above the upper edge of his carapace. For protection? Jon-Tom wondered.
His eyes darted around the chamber, found only dirt and emerging roots. There was nothing there to
thresten them.

Exactly what the terrified Sorbl had been trying to tell him.

Clothahump began to spesk, reciting in a peculiarly monotonous singsong. As he spoke, the blackness
seemed to presstighter around them. It shoved and pushed and bullied the sngle light of the glow bulb
until it was no more than a pinpoint of light struggling to hold back the encroaching darkness.

Inthat near total blackness sounds were amplified. Jon-Tom could hear the pounding of hisown heart.
His breathing grew shalow. The darkness that surrounded them was no normal dark. It did not have
even the comfort of amoonless night about it, for there were no stars. It was a solid blackness, not
merely an absence of light but athing with weight and mass that pressed heavy on histhroat and belly.

Hefound himsalf on the verge of panic, felt he was choking, suffocating, when a second light appeared
and pushed aside the cloak of obsidian air just enough for him to breathe again. It came from the scroll
that Clothahump had handed to hisfamulus. As Sorbl read the minuscule print, hesitantly at first, and then
with increasing confidence, the light from the paper brightened.

"My friends," the owl recited, "I cometo you on this day seeking nothing but your votes. If elected, |
promiseto serve long and faithfully. I will endeavor to be the best governor Cascery Province has ever
had. | will cut taxes and increase public spending. | will increase aid to the aged and strengthen our
defenses. I will ... Twill .. ."



A puzzled Jon-Tom listened to the familiar litany of endless promises as Sorbl read on. The words the
owl was reciting were not the ones he'd expected to hear. It sounded like nothing more than your
standard political campaign promises. The same old assertions, the same old claims, no different in this
world than in hisown. Just so much politica hot air, amounting, asit dwaysdid, toalot of . . .

Nothing.

Clothahump was cdlling it up, invoking it, bringing it to this place of power. He was seeking the nothing
that lay between them and the perambulator, so that he could pinpoint itslocation. That was what was
closing in around them, trying to snuff them out with thefull force of its awesome nothing sdf. He could
fed it, adry, cottony tastein hismouth. It crawled over him like aliving blanket, trying to plug up his
nogtrils and force itsway down histhroat. Only the feeble light of the glow bulb and the stronger one
emanating from the scroll kept it at bay.

There was one other possibility: he still carried his duar. For amoment he thought to Sing something
bright and cheery. Common sensetold him to hold hissilence. If his spellsinging could have been of any
use, the wizard would have mentioned it. If helaunched into asong now, unbidden, at what was
obvioudy acrucid moment, the nothingness might overwhem the wizard's pell. And if nothing didn't kill
him, Clothahump surely would. So he stood quietly and watched, and tried to learn.

How could there be nothing in the room when there was obvioudy something? There was Clothahump's
chair, and the glow bulb on its staff, and the scroll, not to mention the three of them. It troubled him for a
few moments, until Sorbl's drone provided him with the answer.

It was atypica campaign speech, as boastful as any and stuffed to bursting with the usud liesand
fasehoods. It was not merdly nothing, it amounted to less than nothing, thereby canceling out those few
somethingsthat occupied the cdllar.

Not dl the somethings, apparently. He stared hard into the darkness. There the glow bulb, there Sorbl
and hisscrall, in the center of the chamber the floating Clothahump and his earthbound chair-and
suddenly, something more. Shapes. Formless, faint of silhouette and shifting of outline, but definitely
there. Indistinct grayness swimming dowly through black jelly. They did not have color so much asthey
weredightly lessblack than their surroundings. Anthracite ghodts.

As he gared they became dightly less nebulous. Charcod-gray heads held gray faces. Gray tongues
expectantly licked black teeth. Nor were they slent, for they moaned softly, a most imperceptibly, to one
another. Whether the sounds were the components of words or music or cries of pain, he couldn't tell.
They were the nothings that inhabited the Darkness.

Sorbl's voice rose alittle higher. He was straining to keep reading, from tension aswell asfear, but he
did not bresk. Clothahump continued his own recitation, hisindecipherable wordsrisng and falingin
regular cadence.

The glow bulb brightened. Or perhapsthe air around them merdly became alittle lessstygian. Thecdlar
had vanished. The roots, the moist dirt that had encased them so claustrophobically an instant before,
was gone. He desperately wished for their return.

Because now they were surrounded by nothing.

They seemed to be drifting in a universe without boundaries, without definition. There was no warm



earth walling them in, no sense of agreat oak tree hugging the ground above. Nothing but distant lonely
sarsthat beckoned forlornly to him, and few enough they were. He wished for sight of anebula or two,
but no great splashes of red and purple greeted his searching eyes. Thiswas aregion from which even
the dust fled.

Somehow he managed to speak and was startled by the soft sound of his own voice. "Where are we?
What isthis place?"

"l told you, it isnothing,” Sorbl explained, interrupting his reading long enough to reply. "An ingant, a
passing thought, something imagined made red. We are beyond nothing now. Thisisthe backsde of
chaos. Not anice place to visit and you wouldn't want to live here." They were beginning to tilt, and he
resumed his recitation quickly, reading twice asfast as before until they were facing upright again. Except
that upright was only the vaguest of terms. Y ou couldn't stand straight relative to nothing.

Suddenly the glow bulb wasjoined by something new. It drew Jon-Tom's atention immediately. In that
place of floating nowhere it was vibrant with life and energy, spinning and twisting and changing with such
dazzling speed, it made him blink as hetried to focus on it. With each blink it had assumed an entirely
different appearance. It was dive, but not in the sense that hewas. It lived but was not organic. Nor was
it rock or metal. It was something €l se from somewhere e se, and it obeyed no natura laws but its own.

Hetried to defineit, could not. It was a Klein bottle running the inside of a Mobius strip balanced on the
head of a Schwarzchild Discontinuity. It danced and mutated, metamorphosed and did from one unredity
to another. 1t spun through nothingness at a billion miles a second and was brighter than ared giant. And
there was something el se, something he could not see that stayed in the background but very close by.

Something far more ordinary and yet touched by atremendous energy and power.

It saw them.

Jon-Tom didn't know how it saw them or with what. He sensed only the presence of unseen eyes, but
he felt their touch as though he'd been struck by apair of hammers.

The unseen observer let out an outraged howl. It must have done something, because that magnificent,
indescribable, undefinable shape that was the perambulator suddenly twisted violently in onitself. The
chaos around them crystalized. There was an explosive shattering sound, which threatened to implode
Jon-Tom's skull. His hands went to his outraged ears and his teeth ground against each other. Someone
was pounding a crescendo on the kettledrum in which held suddenly taken up residence. He staggered
and would have fallen except that there was nothing to fall onto.

Sorbl was picked up and thrown against awall of emptiness. The scroll came apart in hiswingtips, the
fragmentsflying off in al directions. He tried desperately to hang on to afew scraps, to keep reading, but
it wasimpossible. The nearest was a thousand parsecs away in seconds.

He hit the floor with awhump, landing hard on histall feathers.
They were back.
Back in the cellar. Back among roots and dampness and dirt. Jon-Tom inhaled deeply, sucking in the

thick humidity. It tasted of soil and water and living things. The cdllar wasrich with the perfume of life, the
dirt of thewdl hewasclinging to, thick with the texture of redlity.



In the center of the room the glow bulb was at full intensity. Clothahump was no longer floating inches
above hischair but was seated firmly on the hard wood. He was holding tightly to the arms with both
hands and breathing hard. When he was convinced it wasn't going to disgppear on him, Jon-Tom let go
of thewal and stumbled toward the wizard to seeif he could be of any help. He was swesting profusdaly
in the heat of the cellar. Except that it wasn't hot. It was the same temperature that it had been when
they'd arrived.

He was sweating from the cold, the cold of where they'd been. That'swhy it seemed hot to him now. He
hadn't been aware of the cold at thetime. Y ou didn't feel hot and cold on the far side of nothing. Y ou
didn't fed anything at dl.

He shivered.

"How areyou doing, Sir?"

Thewizard glanced up a him, gathered himsdlf, and | et out along sigh. Then he smiled reassuringly. "All
right. Right as can be expected. | don't travel aswell as| used to. Did you seeit?’

"l saw something. | don't know what." He stared at the glow bulb Sitting atop its staff, drinking in the
pale, reassuring luminescence. Never had he been so grateful to bein aholein the ground. "I think it
might have been the perambulator.”

"What else could it have been?' Clothahump's strength was returning and, with it, hisenthusiasm. He
pushed back the chair, stood next to the light, and stretched. "Consider yourself privileged, my boy. |
don't believe anyone has seen a perambulator in living memory. They don't hang around long enough to
be seen, and even when they do, you might not realize what it isyou'relooking a. | confessit's
appearance surprised me."

"Theway it kept changing, you mean?"

"Oh, no. Changeisthe very soul of aperambulator. What | did not expect wasfor it to be so beautiful.”
He glanced past the tall young human. " Sorbl?Y ou till with us?!

The famulus was stlanding and rubbing his backside. He grimaced at the wizard. "Unfortunately yes,
Magter."

"Good. Get your feathersin gear. Were going back upstairs.”
"| lost the scroll, Magter. It wastorn from my feathers. There was nothing | could do.”

"It matters not. | can replaceit at any time. | have access to an endless supply. Now, quickly, | need for
you to begin packing for our journey.”

The famulus staggered toward the glow bulb and pulled the staff out of the ground. ™Y ou don't need to
convince me, Master. Anything to get out of this place.” He started for the tunnel that led upward.

Clothahump extended an arm. "A little support if you please, my boy. | am feding amite queasy.”

"I'm not surprised. | don't fed too steady myself.” He put his right arm around the back of the wizard's
shdll, steadying him asthey followed in Sorbl's wake.



As soon asthey werein the tunnel proper and climbing, Clothahump called a halt while he recovered his
glasses from the uppermost drawer of his plastron. He studied the six-sided lenses at arm's length.
"Fogged up, my boy." He produced a cloth and began to clean them. "That was quite atransposition.”
Jon-Tom found himself gazing worriedly back down the tunnel. Nothing was coming after them, nothing
pursued them from the depths of the cellar. How could it? They had been alone down there. There had
been nothing with them.

"1 know where we must go now, my boy." The wizard tapped the side of his head. It made aloud
clicking sound, shdl on shdll. A long ways but not adifficult one.

I've heard that before, Jon-Tom muttered, but only to himself. What he said was, "Anyplace I'd know?"
"] think not. It liesfar to the north, north of the Bellwoods, past Ospenspri and Kreshfarm-in-the-Keegs,
farther north than you have ever been. Farther north than civilized people care to travel. We will haveto
hurry. In another month winter will be upon us, and travel in such country will becomeimpossble. We
must free the perambulator before the snows begin. And thereisanew problem.”

" Another one?"

"| fear it iss0. | had thought the perambulator frozen by some freak of nature, trapped here by some
crack or falen into some holein theinterdimensona fabric of exisence. Such isnot the case”

Jon-Tom felt the coldness returning. He remembered the pressure of those unseen eyes, heard again that
singular wild howl.

"Its presence hereisn't an accident, then.”

"No, my boy," the wizard said somberly. "It has been stopped here intentiondly, deliberately, with
purpose aforethought. It seemsincredible, but thetruth ofteniis. | can scarce believeit mysdf.”

"l can't bedieveit at dl. From everything you've told me about it | don't see how anyone could catchiit,
much lessregtrain it.”

"Nor do |, yet it isclear to me that thisiswhat has happened. Thereisaformidable and sinister power at
work here. | could not do such athing. Something, someone, has caught the perambulator and is holding
it prisoner in thistime-gpace frame. If it isnot freed, it could not only ater our world permanently, it could
eventudly destroy it in its attemptsto get free.”

"Then whoever isrestraining it could aso be destroyed.”

"Just 0," agreed the wizard, nodding.

"Tha'scrazy,” Jon-Tom said firmly.

"Ah. Now you begin to have some understanding of what we are up againg.”

Jon-Tom said nothing for the remainder of their climb back to the surface.



It didn't take long for him to finish packing. A very good friend of his had told him that he who travels
light travels best, and Jon-Tom had adhered to that advice ever since. On thisworld speed was more
important than comfort, flexibility abetter companion than aspare pair of pants.

Hefound Sorbl in thewizard's study, packing vias and packets under Clothahump's supervision.
"I'mdl s&t," hetold hismentor.

"Good, my boy, good." He was showing mild frustration as he pawed through a cabinet. "Where did |
put those measuring spoons? We will be ready to depart as soon as I'm finished here.”

Jon-Tom leaned against the wall nearby. "1've been thinking about what you said yesterday aswe were
leaving the cdllar. About what were 'up againgt'? If I'm following what you said correctly, whoever or
whatever has trapped the perambulator is not stable.”

"Youreamost right." He unearthed a set of tiny spoons bound together by abright golden ring, looked
pleased with himself, and passed it to Sorbl. "Whoever it is, is not unstable; they are crackers, crazy,
nuts, bonkers, looney tunes, living in cloud-cuckoo land. Do | make myself clear or do you require
further elaboration?’

"No, | think | get the point,” Jon-Tom said dryly.

"It isimportant that you do. It isimportant that we al do. Becauseit ishighly unlikely that we will be able
to reason with thiswhatever-it-is. It is difficult to fight someone who may not even be conscious of the
fact that they are engaged in afight." He pulled atall metal box from another drawer and opened thelid
with unusud care. Straining, Jon-Tom could seethat it wasfilled with padding.

Clothahump extracted a single small wooden box, opened it to inspect the contents, which consisted of
oneglassvid full of oily green fluid. Satisfied, he closed the box and secured the lid, handed it with both
handsto Sorbl.

"Place thisin the center of your backpack, and whatever you do, don't drop it.”

Sorbl gingerly accepted the box, cradling it in both flexible wingtips. "What would happen if | did dropit,
Master?'

Clothahump leaned toward his apprentice. " Something so horrible, o vile, so unimaginably awful that in
more than two hundred years| have not acquired sufficient vocabulary to describeit.”

"Oh." Sorbl turned to place the box in his open pack. "I will be very careful with it, Master.”
Clothahump moved toward Jon-Tom and began sdlecting volumes from along shelf of mini-books

nearby. The much taler human spoke while watching Sorbl pack. "What'sin the via you gave Sorbl, Sir?
Somekind of acid or explosive?'



"Of course not,” the wizard replied softly. "Do you think 1'd be fool enough to travel with dangerous
liquids?It'slimefizz.”

Jon-Tom's brows drew together. "I guess| don't understand.”

"Y ou say that far too often, but your ignorance is mitigated by your honesty. Won't you ever learn that to
handle magic effectively you must learn to manipulate people aswell as formulae? Without anything to
worry about Sorbl will find waysto overindulge himsdlf in the liquor | am permitting him to bring
aong-would that his deviousness extended to his studies. Thiswill give him something to worry about.”

"| thought we had plenty to worry about aready, but | see your point." He watched while the wizard
thumbed through tome after tome, replacing the mgjority in their places on the shelf, setting therare
selection aside for packing.

"What do you think our opponent islike? Besides dangerous, | mean."”

Clothahump considered. "If you're out of your mind, there are two things that can be done to make you
fed better. Y ou can get yourself cured, or you can make everyone and everything e'se you haveto ded
with crazy. Thisisthefirst instance | can think of where a psychotic has attempted the latter course.

"It isclear that whoever isrestraining the perambulator is doing so for a purpose, with adefiniteend in
mind. That end gppearsto be turning the world upside down and insde out. For to an insaneindividud,
an insane world might be quite comfortable. No one can accuse you of being mad if they're mad too. No
one can say that you've retreated into aworld made up out of your own mental fabricationsif they're
living in the sameworld. That iswhat we are going to have to dea with, my boy. Thelogic of the mad.”

As he concluded on the word mad, the wizard began to change. His body attenuated and lengthened. In
seconds Jon-Tom found himsdf conversing with alarge, furry yellow caterpillar. Nor was heleaning
againg thewall of the wizard's study. The oak tree had been displaced by agiant slken globe within
which hung strange objects of unknown origin and uncertain purpose.

All this he took in through two pairs of compound eyes. He felt uneasy, and from the waist down he had
begun to itch. Using severd legs operating in tandem, he began to scratch himsdlf, digging for mitesin his
orange-and-brown fur. Over in the corner of the globe asmall blue moth fluttered anxioudy back and
forth.

"So gtrange," said the moth. "In thisworld, Master, you are larger than Jon-Tom. Here Sze must be a
reflection of onesage, for | am the smdlest of dl.”

"Reflection of intelligence, more likely," snapped the wizard. "Thisisinconvenient. Y ou are not larmed
by your new form?"

"Oh, no. | believe | have taken this shape before.”

"Wdll, | don't likeit," muttered Jon-Tom, "and | hope we change back soon." His ssomachs were doing
flip-flops, and the absence of a skeleton made him fearful of taking so much as a step, even though he
knew that his squishy, soft body was unlikely to collapse around him. He was determined not to throw
up, not only in order to save face before Clothahump but aso because he had not the dightest interest in
seeing what afour-foot-long orange-and-brown caterpillar might regurgitate.

S0 he sat there and scratched. Several minutes did past. Five more. Now he was itching from



nervousness and not mites. "What do we do?'

"Thereisnothing we can do." Clothahump was preening multiple antennae. "We can only keep cam and
wait it out.”

"Itsheld alot longer thistime," an uneasy Jon-Tom observed.
"Consderably. | have already pointed out that the duration of each perturbation might increase.”

"I don't likethisone. | likeit evenlessthan | did being ablue crab.” Hetried to shift hispostionto a
more comfortable one, with little success. "I think I'm going to throw up.”

"Try not to, my boy. | expected side effects to begin appearing, but we can do without that particular
one. Though it might beinteresting.”

"Like hdl!" Jon-Tom bawled. He started to bend over.

Only to find himsalf back in the familiar oak-lined study again. He was himsdf again, tdl and human and
in possession of asolid internd superstructure. The interior of that superstructure, however, was il
gueasy, uncomfortable assurance that the transformation hadn't been a dream. He rushed to the sink and
ran cold water over hisface and hands, sipping at it when hefelt able to keep it down. It stayed down, as
did his breakfast. He was pale when he looked up from the basin, gripping the rim with both hands for

support.

"| can see where these perturbations can be more than just avkward.”

"Quite 0." Jon-Tom couldn't tell if the wizard was disappointed that he hadn't thrown up or not. "For
example, if you were crossing a bridge and that bridge abruptly became athin rope, you would have only
an ingant to assess your new status and adapt to it by balancing yourself or grabbing tight to the rope.
Otherwise you would fal, and when the world snapped back to normal, you would find yoursdlf in
pieces, no less deceased for having perished during the perturbation. That would be awkward indeed.”

Sorbl joined them. "All isin readiness, Master."

The wizard nodded. " About time. Y ou have your pack, my boy, and | have mine." He trundled over to
the study exit and prepared to shoulder one of the two heavy packs the famulus had prepared. Jon-Tom
wrestled his own onto his back and followed his mentor into the front hall.

He hdted there, wondering why the thought hadn't occurred to him earlier. "Wait aminute. Why are we
walking? Surely we're not going to foot it al the way to the Northern Plateau?”

"Of course not,” Clothahump assured him. "Once we get to Lynchbany well rent oursel ves awagon or

"But that's a pretty good hikeinitsdf. Why walk even that far"-he swung his duar around in front of
him-"when we can ride?"

"Uh-oh." Sorbl's eyes sought a discreet hiding place.

"Boy." Clothahump harrumphed, "'I'm not much in the mood to try any transportation spells. I'vetoo
many other things on my mind. Besides, there are one or two bits of sorceral knowledge I've managed to



forget over the past two hundred years, and we've no time to waste looking up the necessary formulae.”

"I know you're not being modest." Jon-Tom was smiling fondly down at the old conjurer. "So | haveto
assume that you're worn-out from dedling with the nothing.”

"I will not deny that the effort was fatiguing.” He was eyeing the duar uneasly. "'l sense what you havein
mind, but | am not certain you are up to it. | know that you have had a great ded of practice lo these past
many months. Despite this, the precision of your spellsinging still leaves much to be desired.”

Jon-Tom felt himsdlf flush. "I don't claim to be perfect. | never did. But I'm ahell of alot sharper than |
waswhen | first picked up this duar and started playing. And | have conjured up transportation before.
Boats and rafts and one time M'nemaxa himsdif."

Clothahump was nodding dowly. "I am aware of what you have accomplished, my boy, and you have
much to be proud of , but the ability of caling up smpleland transportation is ataent that scemsto have

escaped you."

"Y ou'reforgetting, sir. Remember when we firgt journeyed south to the Tallaroam River to seek
transport upstream to Polastrindu? So that we could al travel together in ease and comfort, | called forth
afine L'borian riding snake."

"Youreright. | had forgotten. | remember now, though- just as| remember that you weretrying to
conjure up something entirely different. Y ou were as startled by the snake's appearance asthe rest of us.”

Jon-Tom looked away and coughed dightly. "So | was. But at least | produced something, and it turned
out to be perfectly serviceable. ThistimeI'm going to try for aL'borian riding snake. Having dready
conjured one previoudly, | ought to be able to produce it on demand.”

Thewizard consdered, said reluctantly, "1 admit | was not looking forward to the long tramp into
Lynchbany. | am of amind to give my blessingsto your attempts. If you are confident . . ."

"Of course, I'm confident.”

Clothahump sighed. "My legsfed older even than my head. We could avoid the sordid haggling that
would surely ensue over the hiring of acoach. Very well, then. Let us see what you can produce. But let
usmove outsdefirst. Some of thisfurnitureisold.”

Jon-Tom followed, feding severd inchestdler. Not literdly thistime, but emotiondly, for no
perturbation was affecting the world. Thiswasthefirgt time he had actualy been requested to spellsing
by the wizard, and he was determined not to let his benefactor and teacher down.

The morning was crisp and clear, with thefirgt bite of fal in the ar. Clothahump's anxiety to hurry on
their way was caused by the nearness of winter, when the paths to the Northern Plateau could become
clogged with early snows. It was difficult to imagine everything cloaked in white, so brilliant were the red
and gold hues of the forest.

They set their packs aside. Jon-Tom prepared himsdf while Clothahump placed asmple but effective
lockspell on hisfront door. Then he and Sorbl stood off to one side while Jon-Tom walked out into the
taller grass, away from the shade of the enormous old oak tree.

Helet hisfingers strum the duar's double set of strings, adjusted the mass and tremble controls, and



cleared histhroat. Sorbl left his master's side and tried to edge inconspicuoudy around behind the bulk of
the tree. Clothahump was made of sterner stuff. He sympathized with his apprentice's gpprehension but
held hisground.

Jon-Tom stood off by himself and let individua chords and notes tumble from the duar. Thiswas not the
first time held had to hesitate. The problem was that while he knew exactly what he wanted to bring forth,
he didn't know what song to employ. Snakes were not a popular subject of popular music.

There was agroup that called itsef Whitesnake, however. One of their tunes, anything related to
trangportation, might do it. He couldn't think of anything more gppropriate, and he was acutely conscious
of anincreasingly impatient Clothahump standing nearby and staring a him. Better to Sng something, if
only to loosen up, than to continue standing there looking like acomplete fool. He closed his eyes,
remembered the words, began tapping hisright foot in time to the beat, and Started to sing.

A dight fluttering in the air, more perceived than seen, caused him to open his eyes. One or two
gneechees, those harbingers of magic, were teasing the fringes of hisvision. They always appeared when
his spellsinging was working. It was agood sign and spurred him to greeter effortswith the duar. But
while the gneechees remained, darting and dancing around the edge of redlity, they did not appear inthe
hoped-for numbers. Neither did the long, scaly shape of the riding snake.

He sang harder dtill, peding the riffs off the duar as smoothly as any Richie Blackmore might have
wished. He strained and sang, and finally something did begin to materidize; atwigting, coiled form onthe
ground in front of him.

Hewould have smiled and called out to Clothahump and Sorbl but the spell was far from complete, and
it was evident he till had alot of snging to do. The famulus was confident enough to edge back around
from behind the tree, Since it gppeared nothing was going to blast the earth out from beneeth hisfeathers.
Jon-Tom sang on and on. He was beginning to worry.

Not that anything remotely dangerous had appeared, but no matter how many verses he recited, the
shape on the ground refused to expand. It was a beginning only. It remained nothing more than a
beginning. He kept playing until both the song and his throat were wom-out. The last chord faded away
into the trees. The pair of gneecheeslit out for more congenid climes.

He approached what he had conjured. It waslittle more than afew feet long, only athin shadow of the
massive, powerful shape of a L 'borian riding snake. But he had brought forth something. He hesitated,
then reached down to pick it up. It was asnake, dl right, but not one that would call L'bor home. Not
only wasit far too smal, it was made of rubber.

Clothahump had waked up to join him, stared thoughtfully at the object over thetop of hisglasses. "Itis
well known among wizards, my boy, that even the fates have a sense of humor.”

"Son of abitch.” Jon-Tom threw the rubber snake asfar into the brush as he could. Anxiety had been
replaced by anger. Not only had hefailed in his declared intention, he'd gone and made afirst-class fool
of himsdf infront of hismentor. All those weeks of practice, dl that careful studying of fingering methods
and positions and sonic adjustments so he could call up something from an interdimensiona novelty shop.
Maybe the fates weren't laughing at him, but something surely was, somewhere.

Clothahump sighed and called out to Sorbl, "Pick up your pack, famulus. Lynchbany has come no
closer, and | don't want to spend more than one night in these woods."



"Wait-wait aminute. I'm not through.”
"Y ou may not be through, my boy, but it gppearsthat you are finished.”

"Just be patient, sir. One more attempt isall | ask." So they wanted to see some spellsinging, did they?
Spdllsinging they were going to see! He was going to conjure up a L 'borian riding snake or areasonable
facamile, or bust agut trying. Grim-faced, he turned away from both wizard and apprentice and settled
on another song. Hisfrustration and embarrassment gave added emphasis to each phrase he sang.

Both were powerful forces, though not the ones he would have chosen to fuel hismagic, but there was
no question about their eficacy. Ingtantly the trangparent autumn morning seemed to darken around them.
In the dim light the gneechees that had materiaized stood out sharply. Not a couple thistime but
hundreds, enveloping singer and companionsin acloud of iridescent light. Asusual, not one of the
minuscule apparitions could be seen straight on. They could be perceived only out of the corner of one's

eye.

Jon-Tomwailed and twisted, sang and played. The fingers of hisleft hand danced a saraband over the
upper stringswhile hisright hand was ablur in front of the duar's body. As he played, something new
was taking shape and form in front of him, something substantia, something worthy of a spellsinger's best
efforts.

Sorbl retrested behind the tree again, and even Clothahump took an unwilling step backward. A
foul-smdling wind blew outward from the solidifying manifestation. Its outlines did not flutter and bresk
thistime but grew steadily more visible. It grew and added weight and redlity.

But the shape was still wrong. He hurried to bring the song to a conclusion, trying to see through the
glowing mist that enveloped the object. 1t was not the object of hisdesires. It certainly was nothing like a
L'borian riding snake. But neither was it acosmic joke akin to the toy he had conjured up previoudy.

In shape it was more than recognizable; it was quite familiar. Certainly he had not expected to see
anything likeit. Histhroat was sore and hisfingers numb from the effort held put into the song. Carefully,
painfully, he did the duar back around his shoulders so that the instrument rested againgt hisback. Then
he approached the product of his spellsinging. The lingering glow that attended to it was fading rapidly.

Sorbl flew out from behind the tree, circled the manifestation a couple of times, and then landed next to
Jon-Tom. "What in the name of the seven agrid demonsisit?’

Jon-Tom ignored him as he touched it. There was no burning sensation. Neither wasit dangeroudy cold
to the touch. The surface was smooth and shiny, like the skin of a L 'borian riding snake. He walked
completely around it, inspecting it from every possible angle as Clothahump joined them.

"As| feared, not what you wished for, my boy, but an interesting piece of work nonetheless. Though |
recognize neither itsorigin nor composition, it isclear that it isavehicle of somekind. For onething it has
whedls." He tapped one. "They appear to be fashioned not of wood or metal but of some flexible aien
substance." He wrinkled his nose as best he was able. "It possesses amost disagreesble smell.”

"I know what it is, though,” Jon-Tom told him. "I didn't think anything likeit actualy existed. | should say
it'scongderably rarer than aL'borian riding snake. But it look like well be riding to Lynchbany and
beyond, after dl. in styleand | agreethat it stinks, but at least we won't have to walk.

"Where| come from there are books, magazines, other chegp publications, and they al have



advertisementsfor thisthing in them, but | never believed they actudly existed, and | never heard of
anyone actudly obtaining one of them. The ads are for army surplus materids."

"I do know what an army is," said Clothahump thoughtfully, "but | have yet to encounter one that
boasted a surplus of anything."

"Inmy world," Jon-Tom informed him, "armies exist for the sole purpose of acquiring the taxpayers
money o they can spend it on things they don't need and then turn around and sdll the stuff to these
surplus stores. The armies have less material and need more money than ever, and there are dso more
surplus stores each year than before. It'samiraculous cycle that bears no relationship to anything sein
nature.

"These publications | mentioned are dways carrying ads for many thingsthat are quite useful. In addition
to what they actualy havefor sale, they dso try to get your attention with itemsthat I'm sure have never
exigted. The most famous of these isthe army surplus jeep for twenty-five dollars.

"It'simpossibleto sdll ajeep for twenty-five dollars, but despite post office regulations, ads like that have
been appearing for decades. But not one of those twenty-five-dollar jeegps ever existed. And now | know
why. The only way to actudly get oneis by usng magic. The wonderful aromayou'reinhaling, by the
way, isthe ddlightful fragrance of leaded gas. One of the more common smells on my world.”

"My profoundest sympathies,” said Clothahump, sniffing ostentatioudly.

" il can't believeit," Jon-Tom murmured as he stared at the uncovered, olive-drab, open-bodied
stripped-down, but nonethel ess serviceabl e twenty-five-dollar genuine army surplus jeep. His wonder
was not misplaced, for true to his suspicions he was actualy the first person in history to set eyes on one
of those fantastic, mythica machines. There must be aspecid place for such things, hetold himsdf. A
special, near-impossible-to-locate corner of the cosmos where hundreds of twenty-five-dollar army
surplus jeeps were arraigned side by side with such other imaginary beasts as vegetable choppers that
worked with the lightest of pressures, bust-devel oping creams, two-dollar X-ray tubes that enabled
adolescent boys to see through walls, and income tax forms that could be comprehended and filled out
by human beings who had not yet obtained their Ph.D.'sin accounting.

He hefted his backpack and plopped it down in the backseat. "What are we waiting for? Let's go."
Gothahump eyed the dien manifestation warily. "Are you surethisthing is safe?!

"Were not likely to run the risk of meeting another onein ablind intersection,” Jon-Tom told him, "so |
imagineit's safe enough.”

"I would have preferred asnake." Grumbling, the wizard clambered in on the passenger Side, tried to
make himsdf comfortable. "Odd sort of set, but | expect it will haveto do."

Sorhl lifted himsdlf ofIf the ground and settled down on the back of the rear bench seat, which made a
convenient and stable perch. He would probably be more comfortable bouncing over the rough terrain
ahead, Jon-Tom reflected, than ether of hisflightless companions.

"Let'ssee.” The dash waslessthan basic. The keys dangled from the ignition. He turned them, stomped
the gas a couple of times, and waited. The engine turned over smoothly. He raced it acouple of times,
enjoying thelook of surprise on Clothahump's face, then depressed the clutch and put it in gear. They
started off fast, got approximately hafway around the tree, and stopped. The engine died. He frowned,



wrenched the key a couple of times. The battery jolted the engine, but it refused to catch.

There was nothing magica about the reason. His gaze dropped to the ancient gas gauge. The needle was
over past the E, as motionless as a corpse.

Hetook a deep breath. "Well, we almost got to ride. | came asclose as| could, but even aL'borian
riding snake needsfud."

Clothahump considered the mysterious gauge and the motionless needle contained therein. "I see. What
doesthisthing eat?'

"Gasoling, like | told you." Jon-Tom wore asour expression. "What were smdling isthe bottom of the
tank."

"Where do you get this gasoline stuff?" Sorbl asked him.

"Oh, anywhere," hereplied bitterly. "Hey, I'll just walk up to the nearest Shell ation and fill up acan.”

"Y ou are not thinking, my boy." Clothahump was shaking astern finger a him. ™Y ou are feding sorry for
yourself. Wizards are not permitted the luxury of feding sorry for themsealves. An occasiona pout, yes,
but nothing more. It is bad for appearances. Now think. This gasoline: what doesit consst of ?*
"It'sarefined fudl." Jon-Tom wondered even as he explained why he wastaking the time. "It's reduced
fromail. Y ou know, oil. Petroleum. A thick black liquid that oozes out of the ground. So what? Even if
we could find some ail, it wouldn't do us any good. | don't happen to have arefinery in my pocket.”

"Speak for your own pockets, my boy." There was atwinkle in the wizard's eye. Reaching into one of
the lower drawersin his plastron, he produced asingle marble-sized black pill.

"Whereistheingestion point, the mouth?"

Frowning, Jon-Tom climbed out and moved to the rear of the motionless vehicle. "Over here, onthe
sde”

"Deposit thiswithin." Clothahump handed him the black pill. Jon-Tom took it, rolled it between his
fingers. It had the consstency of rubber and the luster of ablack pearl.

Well, why not? 1t couldn't damage what they didn't have. Wondering why he was bothering but having
learned to trust the wizard's abilities, he dropped the pill in the gastank. Therewas afaint thunk asit
struck bottom.

Clothahump raised hisright hand and muttered to the sky.

Then he spat over the side. Jon-Tom thought, but couldn't be sure, that the wizard's sputum was
digtinctly black.

"Now try it, my boy."
Shrugging, Jon-Tom dipped back behind the whed and dubioudy cranked the ignition. The engine

rumbled a couple of times, caught weakly. He pumped the gas pedal, and the rumble became a steady
roar. When helifted hished off the pedd, the jeep was idling smoothly. The needle on the gas gauge had



swvung over to "full.”
"What did you do-no, how did you do it? What wasin that pill?’

"Petroleum, asyou cdl it, isacommon ingredient in many important potions,” the wizard informed him.
"I merely utilized some concentrates and catalyzed them with an old spell used for adapting
hydrocarbons. Nothing complicated. | have no ideahow long the combination will suffice to power this
machine, but it would appear that at |east for now we shall indeed have transportation, thanks to your

spdlsinging and my magic.”

"If I ever find away back home," he told Clothahump, "1'd be much obliged for a sample of that pill and
atranscription of the accompanying spell.-' He put the jeep in gear again, sent it rolling toward the
nearby trade road that led into Lynchbany. "Ride we shdl-unless there's something el se as yet undetected
missng fromthisrelic'schassis™

But as they bounced over the rocks and dirt toward the main wagon road, he realized he couldn't be too
severewith his cregtion.

After dl, they'd gotten it for asong.

The stripped-down jeep banged and rattled its way northward. Jon-Tom was convinced it had no
suspension at al: just wheels attached to an axle that was directly bolted to the underbody. He wondered
which would come gpart first: the underside of the jegp or hisown.

Clothahump was of two minds concerning Jon-Tom's otherworldly procuration. While considerably less
comfortable and reassuring than a L 'borian riding snake, he had to admit that the jeep wasfaster. And it
had no will of itsown. When they startled afifteen-foot-tal trouk lizard sunning itself in the road, the jeep
did absolutely nothing to defend them. A L'borian snake would have quickly driven the monster away.

Instead they had to settle for an inglorious end-run around the awakened carnivore. The concomitant
jolting nearly bounced the wizard out of hisshell. In addition to these unexpected drawbacks, the
hydrocarbon spell that kept the metal box's belly sated was continuously running down and had to be
periodically renewed. He reminded Jon-Tom that his resources were not unlimited. Before long they
would reach the point where the machine would become usel ess because they could no longer fud it.

The bone-jarring ride affected Sorbl least of dl. When the bouncing and jouncing began to bother him,
he smply spread his great wings, released his grip on the backseat, and took to the air, soaring
effortlessy above the treetops while keeping track of his unfortunate companions below.

They encountered no more dozing carnivores, however, and the road began to smooth out asthey drew
nearer to Lynchbany. The autumn Bellwoods were beautiful to look upon, with many leaves till clinging
to the trees and the ground between carpeted with umber and gold.



They wereless pleasing to listen to, snce the dying leaves that till hugged the branches sang out of tune
when the wind blew through them. As Clothahump explained, the music of the bell leaveswas adirect
function of the seasons. An experienced woodsman could forecast the weether by listening to the music
the trees played. The tree songs were sweet and melodious in springtime, languorous in the summer, and
harsh and atona asthey dropped from their limbsin thefal. They struggled to blot out the discordant
chorusfrom Lynchbany all the way past Oglagia Towne, until they |eft the woods just south of

Ospenspri.

"Not asfineasght asgrand Polastrindu,” Clothahump told him, "but an attractive little city initsown
right, sequestered among ralling hills at the northernmost fringes of civilization." He wasleaning forward
expectantly, scanning the terrain ahead for ther first Sight of that lovely metropolis.

They were driving through herds of fat abismo lizards et out to graze on the last of summer's grass. Off
in the distance the landscape lifted toward the sky, the distant dopesthe first manifestation of the high
Northern Plateau. It struck Jon-Tom as strange that no herdsfolk were visible among the abismos, but
perhaps they were trained to return to their barns a nightfall by themselves.

"Ogpenspri is particularly famed for its orchards,” Clothahump wastdling him. "Up here they grow the
best apples and toklasin the warmlands.”

Jon-Tom kept both hands locked on the whedl. The long drive north from Lynchbany had been harder
on the jeep than on any of them. While never exactly responding like a Porsche, its handling had become
worse than ever. Hed driven the last couple of days haunted by visions of thewhed coming off in his
hands just when they were attempting to round a sharp bend in the road. But the wheel stayed on the
geering column.

Just get usinto town, he whispered slently at the straining machine, and I'll see that you get aforma
funerd.

They swung around a hill crowned with pines and saw the cloud first. A massive black cloud. It was not
moving. It just hung therein one place like alump of sooty cotton that had been pinned to the sky.
Directly above Ospenspri. Jon-Tom slowed but didn't stop.

Asfor beautiful Ospenspri, the Ospenspri that Clothahump had never ceased describing to him ever
snce they'd left home, Ospenspri of the numerous streams and delicately arched bridges and many
fountains, Ospenspri the flower of the north, it bore little relationship to the wizard's word pictures.

Instead of tall, graceful buildingswith fluted walls, the valey that |ay benesth the black cloud was
occupied by asuccession of mud and adobe huts. Dirty water flowed down afew centra canals. These
joined together below the city to form asingle river. What beggared comprehension was not the fact that
the water above the city flowed clear and pure, but that it appeared to become fresh again theingtant it
left behind the city limits. It was as though the pollution it acquired within the city was unable to depart
with the current.

Y et there was no Sign of any kind of filtering or treatment system where the cands becameriver.

There were plenty of trees among the houses, as Clothahump had predicted. Every one of them was
dead, and not from the onset of winter. They had been blighted by something far worse than inclement
weather. On the dopes north of the city where grew the famed apple and tokla orchards there was
nothing but twisted, spiny lumps of brown bark huddled together against the wind. No nesetly tended
rows of hedlthy treeswith busy citizensworking among them.



And hovering over it dl, that Single, ominous, unmoving black cloud.

Sorbl fluttered down to resume his perch on the frame of the backseat. " Are you sure we didn't take a
wrong turn somewhere, Master?'

"No, we did not take awrong turn, you feathered twit." But there was little venom in the wizard's retort.
Hewas staring in disbelief at the city spread out before them. "Thisis Ospengpri. There'sthe Acomarry
Hill, and there the three springs, each winding its own way into town.” Herose, leaning on the windshield
for support. It groaned.

Behind them stood the autumna forest of the Bell woods, shedding its leaves to the accompaniment of
mournful but hardly malign notes. Ahead was once-beautiful Ospenspri, with its polluted waterways,
devadtated architecture, and clear air, dominated by that unnatural mass of cumulonimbus. When he
spoke again, histone was subdued.

"Drive on, lad. Something dreadful has overtaken this place and the people who make their home here.
Perhaps we can do something to help. We are honor-bound to try."

Jon-Tom nodded, took the jeep out of neutra. The tenuous transmission made gargling noises, and they
lurched forward.

"What'satokla?'
"Y ou never had atokla, my boy?!

"l don't think s0." He kept his eyes on the road as he spoke. "It doesn't sound like anything that grows
where| comefrom.”

"That isyour loss, then, for it isamost ddightful fruit. Y ou can egt al you want becauseit shrinksinside
your somach."

"Y ou mean it shrivelsup?'

"No. It shrinks before it is digested. In shapeit islikethis™" His hands described an outline in the air that
reminded Jon-Tom of two pears joined together at their tops. "Each bite starts shrinking on its way
down. By thetimeit hitsyour belly, it'sbarely as big asafingernail, but you're sure you've eaten
something asbig asaloaf of bread.”

"Would that ever be ahit on the shelves back home," Jon-Tom murmured. "The toklafruit diet.”

"Diet? What'sadiet?' Sorbl asked.

"Y ou don't know what adiet is?'

"Y ou aways repest questions, Jon-Tom. | don't know why humans waste so much of their talking time.
If I knew what adiet was, | wouldn't have to ask you what a diet was, would |7

"I think I like you better when you're drunk, Sorbl.”

The owl shrugged. "I'm not surprised. | like me better when I'm drunk too."



"A diet iswhen peopleintentionaly restrict their intake of food in order to lose weight.”

The famulus twitched his beak. He was alittle shaky on his unsteady backseat perch, but not so shaky
that he couldn't recognize an absurdity when he heard one.

"Why would anyone want to lose weight, when nearly everyoneisworking hard to put it on? Are you
saying that among your people there are those who intentionally starve themselves?!

"To acertain degree, yes. They do so in order to make themselves|ook better. See, among the humans
where | come from, the thinner you are, the more attractive you're considered to be."

Sorbl wiped at his mouth with aflexiblewingtip. "Weird."

"The multiplicity of peculiar notions your world isinfected with never ceasesto amaze me," Clothahump
putin. "l an glad 1 am exposed to them only through you. | do not think | could copein person.”

Sorbl interrupted long enough to point. "Look. It's not deserted.”

They were passing through thefirgt buildings now, though the mud and waittle structures were hardly
worthy of the term. Staggering listlesdy through the filthy aleyswere the citizens of Ospenspri. It was
evident that whatever catastrophe had blasted their community had affected them personally.

Aswith all large cities, the population was a mixture of species, and al had been equally devastated.
Felines and lupines, quadrupeds and bipeds, al wore the same dazed expressions. They shared
something e se besides acommuna auraof hopeessness, asingular physica deformity that owed its
presence to something other than defective genetics. Difficult to accept at first, the evidence overwhemed
the visitors asthey drove on toward the main square.

Every inhabitant of Ospenspri, every citizen irrespective of age or species or sex, from the youngest cub
to the eldest patriarch, had become a hunchback.

Clothahump adjusted his glasses, his expression solemn. “"Whatever has happened here has crippled the
people aswell astheir land. Turn right at this corner, my boy."

Jon-Tom complied, and the jeep dowed asit entered an open circular courtyard. Inits center stood a
thirty-foot-high pile of mud and gravel. Water trickled forlornly down itsflanks. It was surrounded by a
fence fashioned of rotted wood and afew lumps of granite.

"Stop here." Jon-Tom brought the jeep to a hat, watched as Clothahump climbed out to stare at the
pitiful Sructure.

"What isit, Sr?"'

"The Peridot Fountain. Three yearsin the designing, twenty yearsin the construction. Fashioned by the
Master Artisan's Guild of Ospenspri. I'veread of it al my life. Thisiswhereit should be, and this patently
isnot it. It isbuilt of marble and copper tubing, of sculptured alabaster and peridots the size of my shell.
Whatever has infected this place breaks beauty aswell as backs."

Many dispirited citizens had seen the Strangers drive into the square, but only one retained enough
curiosity and spirit to seek them out. The fox was old and bent like the rest of the populace. He had to



lean hard on the cane he carried to support himself. The fur of hisface was white with age and he was
missing dl the whiskers on the right Sde of hismuzzle. A few of the otherstried to hold him back, but he
shook them off and advanced. The thought of deeth no longer frightened him. There are some older folks
who are never touched by that particular fear, and the fox was one of them.

" Strangers, where do you come from? By your posture aswell asyour faces | know you are not from
the city or itsimmediate environs."

"Weé're up from the south,” Jon-Tom told him. "From just south of Lynchbany."

"A longway." Thefox was nodding to himsdlf. He turned his attention to the jeep, walked dowly around
it, felt of the metal with an unsteady hand. "A most peculiar method of transportation. | have never seen
thelike. I should like to compliment the blacksmith who fashioned it."

"We make do with what we have." Clothahump waddled around to confront him. "1 am more concerned
with what has happened here. | have never visited your city, but | fed asthough | know it from dl that |
have read about it and been told by other travelers. The last description | was given was not so very long
ago. Surely Ospenspri cannot have changed so much in such ashort time." He gestured at the sagging
edifices surrounding the square, the dead or dying vegetation. "This has dl the hallmarks of a sudden
disaster, not onelong in the making."

Thefox waseyeing him with interest. "Y ou are perceptive, hard-shdl. In truth, we lost everything in an
ingtant. There was no warning. One moment al waswell with our city and selves. The next-there was the
cloud." He jabbed skyward with his cane.

"See the evil thing hanging there? It does not drop rain and move on. It does not thunder or hail. No
wind blows out of it save anill one. It isas motionless as stone.”

"Y ou have been unable to influenceit?' Clothahump had his head tilted back and was studying the black
meass.

"All the efforts of our best magicians havefailed. Their spellsather haveno effect onit at dl or esethey
passright through it. It isonly vapor, after al. How does one threaten vapor? We have invoked every
agent in the meteorological pantheon, dl to no avail.”

"It isnot aclimatic phenomenon that hangs over your city and your livesbut apall of supernature.
Wesgther spdlswill have no effect on something likethis."

"The perambulator,” said Jon-Tom, with a sudden redization of what the wizard was getting at.

"Quite so, my boy."

"But wereingde the city now, and we haven't changed.” He found himsdlf straightening his back
reflexively. "And the forest beyond the city limitswasn't affected.”

"Not al the effects of the perambulator are globd in scope, lad. Many perturbations, of varying degree,
arehighly locdized. It is shifting and spinning and throwing off, upsetting energy al thetime. Sometimes
nothing larger than aplot of land afoot square is affected. Sometimes agrove of trees. Or, in this case,
an entire community.

"But thisisthe severest perturbation we have yet encountered. Remember what | told you, that unlessit



isfreed, the perambulator's perturbations will grow steadily more intense, until we run the risk of being
locked in permanent change. That iswhat has happened here in Ospenspri. The perturbation, of which |
believe that cloud to be an indication, has settled in permanently. This part of the world has been
damaged for good. Unless. . ."

"Unlessyou can do something about it-Master," Jon-Tom finished respectfully.
Thewizard nodded. "We must certainly giveit our best effort.”

" 'Our' best effort.” Jon-Tom moved to the back of the jegp and began unpacking his duar. Clothahump
moved over to put ahand on the young man'swrist.

"No, my boy. Leavethisoneto me. The citizens of this poor community have suffered enough.”

Jon-Tom swallowed his hurt. He knew nothing of the mechanism that had devastated Ospenspri, and
he'd had many occasions on which to learn the error of false pride. It wastime to abide by the turtle's
wigh.

The fox watched them intently as Sorbl aided Clothahump in his preparations. A second distorted figure
came hobbling over the dirt to join them. It made for Jon-Tom.

He turned to the newcomer as the bent shape drew close. "We're friends. We're going to try to help
you. But my mentor there needs plenty of room to work his magic and- He stopped in mid-sentence,
gtaring. Despite the hunchback, there was something lmost familiar about the oncoming figure. That was
absurd, of course, but till, that outline, those eyes, those whiskers. . .

"Don' tell meto get lost, you ‘airy son of an gpe!™

"Mudge?' Jon-Tom couldn't take his eyes off the figure. It was nearer now, and he could seethe
spesker more clearly. Bent, duty, undistinguished-and unmistakable. "Mudge, it isyou!”

"O' courseit'sme, you bloody oversized naked monkey! 'Ave you gone blind? Me 'ead 'appensto bea
mite nearer the ground at the moment, but it ain't by choice, wot? Mefaceis ill the same, though. So's
yours, | see. Asugly asever.”

A warm fedling spread throughout Jon-Tom's body. “"Mudge, it's good to see you again. Even under
these circumstances.”

"Circumstances ain't the 'af of it, mate." The otter nodded toward the jeep. "There's'is sorcerership,
senile as ever, and 'is sot of an apprentice. Would 'e 'ave any booze with 'im, do you know? | could use
agood stiff one, if 'eain't drunk al the liquor betwixt ‘ere an' the southern ocean. | never could
understand those people wot drinksto excess."

"That sounds pretty funny coming from you, Mudge.”
"Why? 1 never drink to excess, mate. Me body don't know the meanin’ of theword. | just drink till I'm
full. Then| pissit out and start over. So | never reach excess, wot? Tell me, wot are you and 'isnibs

doin’ so far from ‘istree?'d think you'd be hunkered down south, warm an’ cozy an' waiting for winter."

"Perhaps you've noticed something a bit out of the ordinary in the world these past few weeks?'



The otter chuckled, shook his head. ™Y ou aways did ‘ave the gift of understatement, mate. Aye, you
could say that, if you'd call theworld goin' totaly mad abit out o' the ordinary.”

"How'd you get al the way up here, Mudge? Why are you in the same sorry state as the Ospensprites?
Not that your usud gateisn't sorry, but thisis different.”

"Just lucky, | guess, mate. Well, | ‘appened to be doin' some work down in Malderpot-it ain't such a
bad place anymore since they 'ad that recent change o' government- and | ‘ad occasion to depart the
vicinity inabit of a'urry.”

"Who'd you chest thistime?”
"Wot, me cheat someone, mate? Y ou sting me to the quick, you does."

"Forget it," Jon-Tom said dryly. They were both watching the jeep. Clothahump was assembling
something out of pieces of wood salvaged from the crude fence enclosing the mud fountain, adding
unrecognizable devices from his pack and what looked like afew kitchen utensils.

" 'Tis been an interestin' month for old Mudge,” the otter went on. "Ever since this out-0'-the-ordinary's
took hold of us. Y ou never know wot you're goin' to wake up facin' in the mirror, much lesswot you're
liableto find yoursdlf in bed with. Why, there was the night in Okot | was dalyin' with the most luscious
capybaralady you ever set eyes on-you know | like ‘em big, mate."

"Y ou like anything that walks, talks, and isamember of the opposite sex, Mudge.”

"So I'm enthusiagtic instead o' discriminatin'. Anyways, there we were, just about to consummeate the
evenin', when suddenly, right before me very eyes, not to mention benesth me chest, sheturnsinto
somethin’ with 'af adozen extra see-alls, two 'eads, and al therest o' the critical body parts badly out o
placeaswell. O' course | looked just about the same, but 1 tell you, mate, the damage to our respective
libidos was nothin' short o' devastating.”

"l canimagine. Spare methe sordid aftermath.”

"That wasthe trouble, mate. Weren't no sordid aftermath. Weren't much foremath, either.” He sighed
with the remembrance. "Anyways, was after that that | 'ad melittle difficulty in Maderpot and decided
that wot with winter comin’ on an' dl, it wastime for me to 'ead south again. Fast. But | thought to take
sometimeto linger up ‘erein be-ooti-ful Ospenspri- and it were beautiful, you can take me word on that,
mete."

"So Clothahump hastold me.”

"Right. So I'm doin’ alittle Sght-seain’, takin' in the air and the good food and an occasiond compliant
an' 'opefully drunk lady or two, when all of asudden another one o' those bleedin’ suddenlike changes
comes over me. An' the'hole bloomin' city and everyoneinit aswell. Only thistime, acouple o' minutes
go by, and then a couple o' 'ours, and suddenly were redizin' that the changeis'ereto stay. Firg off
everyone goesalittle crazy, not that | blames 'em. | went a mite bonkers mesdlf. Then the panic goes
away and this permanent depression kind o' takes "old of you. Like wakin' up one mornin' to find
someone's stolen your balls while you were adeep.” He jabbed athumb skyward.

"An" over it al, that bloody stinkin' black cloud, sneerin' down at us an’ mockin' the memories o' our
former lives. Pretty pitiful, mate. So that's 'ow | cometo be 'eretakin’ to you like this, al bent over and



stove up like everyone else. | "ope 'iswizardness can do somethin’ about it, because most o' these folks
arejust about at the end o' their rope.”

"If anyone can do anything, Clothahump can,” Jon-Tom replied with pride.

"Aye, if 'e'asn't forgotten 'alf o' wotever spell 'ésamind to try. Two 'undred years ago | wouldn't
worry, but ‘e ain't the wizard 'e used to be, you know."

"None of us are what we used to be, Mudge.”

The otter spat Sideways. "If you're goin' to go an’ get profound on me, lad, I'm goin' to leave. I've 'ad
about enough solemn pronouncements this past week to last me alifetime. Say"-he squinted sharply up at
hisold friend- "wot brings you up from the wizard's cozy 'ometo this cold part o' the world, anyways?'

"Thevery thing that's ruined thistown. The samething that's causing smilar changes dl over the world.
Unless something's done to stop it, these perturbations, as Clothahump calls them, will keep getting
worse."

"l see. An' you and mister Clothyrump aim to try and do something about ‘'em?Wot's behind it, lad?
Somekind o' runaway natura condition?

"Y esand no. These kinds of changes happen al the time but usually on amuch smaler scale and dways
with far less frequency. The problem isthat someone or something is making sure that the cause of dl the
changes sticks around. Clothahump thinks whoever's doing it is completely mad.” He nodded in the
direction of the mountainous dope with its blighted orchards. "Whoever's reponsible is holed up with the
perambulator, the change-inducer, somewhere north of here. That's where we're headed.”

Mudge eyed him in dishdlief. "North of here? Y ou can't mean that, mate. Y ou know wot the Plateau
country can belikethistime o' year, wot with winter fixin' to settlein? Tisnot acomfortin' placeto be,
especialy for apoor 'uman like yoursalf wot ‘as no fur of 'is own to protect 'im from the cold winds and
shows."

"My comfort matters little when consdered in the greater context. If this perambulator isn't freed and its
captor challenged, then the world risks permanent perturbation. A little cold will be atrivid danger by
comparison. Y ou know how seriousit is, because Clothahump's come dl thisway.”

"Instead of sendin’ just you, for achange, 'is magicship isriskin' ‘isown precious arse, wot? | admit
that'sapoint, lad." The stooped otter considered. "A perambulator, eh? So that'swot's causin' al the
trouble. And you call wot it'sdoin' ‘perturbing’ things.”

Jon-Tom nodded. "That'sright.”

"Thenit'sonly right an’ proper that you and 'is sorceremess be the onesto be 'untin' it. I've aways
known old Clothybump to be more than alittle permanently perturbed, and I've never been too sure o'
you, neither. Well, | expect that you're doin’ wot ‘asto be done." Hetried to straighten, but his distorted
spine fought againgt the effort. "I'm comin’ along, o' course.”

"What?' Jon-Tom stared hard at the twisted, furry figure. He must be wrong. This couldn't be Mudge.

"Aye. Asyou say, someone 'asto stop thisbleedin’ switchin' and changin' from gettin' any worse. You
can usedl the'elp you can get, especidly where you're goin'. Besides, mate, wot would you do without



meto bail you out of atough spot?!

Jon-Tom had no ready reply. Nor could he mouth one upon amoment's reflection. The otter's words
were as much of ashock to his system asthe sight of the perturbed city. Mudge possessed an extensive
and colorful vocabulary, but to the best of Jon-Tom's knowledge, the word volunteer was as dien to the
otter as celibacy.

"I'm not sure,” hefindly said dowly. "Areyou actudly offering to help? Of your own free will? Without
having to be coerced by Clothahump or mysdf?*

"Wdll, o' course | am, lad." Mudge looked hurt, a speciaty among his vast repertoire of expressions.
"Wot do you take me for?"

"Let'ssee” Jon-Tom ticked them off on hisfingers as herecited. "A thief, awencher, acoward, a
scoundrd, a"

Mudge hastened to interrupt the steady flow of derogatory appellations. "Let's not be overenthusiastic,
mate. O' course I'm volunterin'. Y ou're goin' to need me 'ep. Neither you nor ‘iswizardship iswot you'd
call amaster at scoutin’ or fightin', and that flyin' bag of feathery booze old hard-shell calls'isfamulusain't
much better.”

"We've managed to makeit thisfar." It was Jon-Tom's turn to be insulted.

"Luck alwaystravelsin the company o' fools, wot? Nonethdless, I'll come dong if you'l ‘ave me. Wot's
left o' me, that is™

The combination of the once vibrant otter's wrenched appearance coupled with his gpparently salfless
eagerness to be of assstance caused moisture to begin forming at the corners of Jon-Tom's eyes. He had
to struggle to keep his voice from breaking as he replied.

"Of course, well be glad of your company and your help, Mudge."

The otter appeared both pleased and relieved. "That's settled, then.” He nodded toward the mud
fountain where Clothahump was engaged in the erection of his sorcerous gpparatus, mixing the steady
litany of along spell with selected curses that he heaped on the bumbling, unsteady Sorbl. "Wot's'e up
to?"

"l don't know," Jon-Tom confessed. "He said that he was going to try to help these people, but he didn't
go into details. Y ou know Clothahump: hed rather show than tell.”

"Aye. That's S0 innocent bystanders like you an' me don't ‘ave a chance to get out of the way."

A few of the blasted inhabitants of Ospenspri had gathered to watch, but all remained on the fringe of
the square. Only the aged fox was daring enough to stay and chat with them. Jon-Tom left him
converang animatedly with Mudge and walked over to seeif he could help the wizard in hiswork.

"You certainly can, my boy," the old turtle told him as he adjusted his glasses on his beak. Jon-Tom
started to swing his duar off hisback, and the wizard hastened to forestall him. "No, no, | do not have
need of your singing. Could you hold this up here?

Mildly mortified, Jon-Tom bit back the response he wanted to make and took hold of the folding



wooden platform, steadying it on the cracked surface of the square. Mudge did not comment on this
demotion with the expected flurry of jeers. Perhaps the otter's disfigurement had sobered him.

Hetried to make some sense out of the interlocking platform and failed. "What's this setup for, anyway?*

Instead of answering, the sorcerer waswalking adow circle around the enigmeatic apparatus, studying it
intently from every angle, occasiondly bending over or knedling to check its postion relaiveto the hills
on the north ssde of the city. From timeto time he would interrupt his circumnavigation to adjust thisor
that piece of metal or wood, then step back to resume hisjourney.

Having returned to the precise spot where he'd begun, he turned and marched over to his supply pack.
A large box had been removed and now stood next to it. It contained half a dozen drawers. As Jon-Tom
watched and struggled to contain his curiogity, the wizard began to mix powders taken from the sx
drawersin asmall bowl. It took only afew minutes. Then he dumped the contents of the bowl into a
small, deep metd goblet that hung suspended in the center of the structure Jon-Tom was steadying
againg the breeze.

"That cloud overhead," the wizard explained, asthough no time at adl had e apsed since Jon-Tom had
first asked his question, "isthe localized center of the disturbance that continues to hold Ospenspri and its
population fast in its perturbing grasp. If we can change its compasition, not to mention its digposition,
back to that of anormd cloud, | believe thisaso will result in ashift in the perturbation.”

Jon-Tom tilted his head back to gaze up at the threatening mass of black moisture billowing overhead.
"How are you going to do that, Sr?'

"The best way | know how, my boy, the best way | know how. Hold the platform firmly now."

Jon-Tom tightened his grip on two of the wooden legs, a the sametime frowning at his mentor. "This
isn't going to be dangerous, isit?"

"My boy, would | ever involve you in anything dangerous?' Before Jon-Tom had an opportunity to oifer
the self-evident reply, the wizard had launched into amost impressive and forceful incantation,

smultaneoudy passing his hands rapidly over the centra goblet as he traced intricate geometric shapesin
theempty air.

Harken to me, affronting front.
Windsthat linger, false winter solstice.
Prepareto fleg, to leave, to shunt
Asdethy pardyzed coriolis.
Disintegrate and bresk gpart the lattice

That maintainsthy present cumulogirarus status!



Asthe wizard recited, the goblet began to jiggle and bounce. Then it broke free of itsleather bindings,
and ingtead of faling to the hard ground below, it remained in place, dancing and spinning and beginning
to glow. Jon-Tom could fed the powerful vibrations through the supporting sticks. The gpparatus seemed
far too fragile to contain the rgpidly intensifying ramble that was emanating from the base of the goblet,
but somehow the aracane concatenation held together.

The goblet was glowing white-hot. The ground began to tremble. He held his position asthe few
observers who had clumped on the outskirts of the square scattered into the mud huts. Theramble
became adeafening roar in hisears. Hefelt asif he were standing under awaterfall. Clothahump's words
faded into inaudibility.

The wizard abruptly brought both hands together over hishead. A small thunderclap rolled acrossthe
square. Sorbl was knocked from his perch atop the jegp'swindshield. Jon-Tom gritted histeeth and held
on, the concussion making hisearsring, hisfingers beginning to go numb.

Through half-closed eyes he saw something bright and shiny rocket skyward from the mouth of the
goblet. Thewhistling sound of the miniature comet's ascension was quickly swalowed up by therailing
blackness above. Clothahump was shading his eyes with one hand. He spoke absently, clearly
concentrating on the place where the shiny object had vanished into the bottom of the greeat cloud.

"Y ou can let go now, my boy."

With rdlief Jon-Tom did o, joining the wizard in gazing skyward while he tried to rub some fedling back
into his hands.

The cloud let out arumble that was a vaster echo of the one the goblet had generated. It wasless
explosive, more natura, and the sound of it lingered not unpleasantly in the ear. It was preceded by
something akin to lightning but not of it, amore benign eectricd relative. The pae white pulsation that lit
the underside of the cloud spread quickly to itsedges. A second rumble came from the far side. It
sounded like a question.

"What did you do, Sr?'

"The only thing I knew how, my boy, the only thing | knew how."
"What happens now? Something wondrous and magica?"

"If werelucky, yes."

Unable to keep his head tilted back any longer, Jon-Tom turned his attention to the now-silent jumble of
wooden poles and metal strips that had been used to precipitate the glittering whatever-it-had-been into
the sky. The leather stripsthat had originaly supported the meta goblet had been vaporized. The goblet
itself now lay on the ground, ablob of half-melted pewter. In contravention of every law of physics, the
fragile wooden apparatus remained standing. The explosion that had flung the shiny object skyward
should have blown the collage of dowelsto bits; the heat that had melted the goblet should have fired it
like kindling. Jon-Tom shook his head in amazement. Truly Clothahump was amaster of eegant
supernatura forces.

Mudge, who had limped over to join him, nodded at the congtruction. "Weird, ain't it?* His black nose
twitched as he leaned toward it. "One 0' these days | 'ave to ask 'is conjureness why magic aways
ginks"



"Mudge, you could stedl the wonder from afairy castle.”
"Cadtles stink too; marble floors soak up odors. An' I've met some pretty dovenly fairies.”

Trying to ignore him, Jon-Tom bent over and reached for the goblet. Thunder continued its querulous
exhortations overhead, and a prickly dampness could be felt in the air. He touched the melted meta
carefully. It was cool againgt hispalm.

Removing it, he turned the barely recognizable lump over in hishands. Not just cool but ice-cold,
despite the intense heet it had recently endured. And Mudge was right; there was a peculiar smell
attending to the metal. He stuck afinger inside, rubbed it against the bottom of the curve. When he
removed it, it was smeared with black and glittering sparkles. He held it to his nose and sniffed.

Mudge made aface. "Wot isit, guv'nor?"

"I'm not sure.” He eyed the sky again. "It smells and looks something like silver iodide. Where | come
from, something smilar is used for seeding clouds.

The otter gave him asideways look. "We seed the ground ‘ere, mate, not the clouds. Y ou're not makin'

But Jon-Tom knew better. He looked over to where the patiently waiting Clothahump stood motionless,
gl shading his eyes and inspecting the sky. Y ou clever, sharp old codger you, he thought, and found that
hewas amiling.

Then something wondrous and magical began to happen, exactly asthe wizard had indicated it should,
and Jon-Tom found that he was not just smiling, he was laughing. Laughing, and fegling good enough to
kick up hisfeet in aceebratory jig.

It begantorain.

The rumbling from the cloud had sounded querulous at firgt, then confused, but now it was booming and
roaring with unperturbed assurance. He stood there with the rain pelting his upturned face, luxuriating in
the clean, pure, undistorted moisture.

Well, maybe just alittle distorted.

Mudge grabbed the goblet. " 'Ere now, let me'ave asniff o' that, you dancin' ape. Something's not right
‘ere." Heinhaed deeply. Then hiseyes grew wide. "Bugger me for awayward clergyman! That's brandy,
mate, and top-qudity stuff too! Maybe there'sadrop or two left in the bottom to whet old Mudge's
whistle, wot?' He started to tilt the melted goblet to hislips.

Jon-Tom quickly snatched it back. "Whoa! Silver iodide's astrong poison, Mudge. Or maybe it was
dlver chloride? No matter.” He sniffed himself, looked puzzled. "It's not brandy, anyway. It's bourbon.”

The otter leaned forward, and now he looked equally confused. "Peculiar, mate. | get chocolate liqueur
thistime™"

And Jon-Tom again, "Sour mash-or vodka. Say, what's going on here?"



Clothahump was trying to keep his glasses dry against the downpour that was soaking them. "It's none
of those, my boy. The particular ingredient to which you refer and which you are having such difficulty
identifying isfar more basic, not to mention expensgive. | would never utilizeit so fredy wereit not for the
seriousness of this moment of mercy. It isvery scarce, very hard to come by, and very much in demand,
and not only by those of uswho dabble in the sorcerous arts. We call it Essoob." He glanced upward
again, sudying the sorm with acritica eye.

It wasraining steadily. The thunder had worked itself out, and now there was only the steedy patter of
rain againgt the ground. There was no wind and the big drops came straight down.

"Never heard of it," Jon-Tom confessed.

"Essence of Booze. | determined that we needed not only to primethis particular cloud but to shock it
back to normality. | aso had to utilize something that would mix well with water."

Mudge was standing with his head back and his mouth open, swallowing and smacking hislips. "Wadll,
I'll be ashrew with amigraine! Drink up, mate! WEll likely never stand in astorm the likes o' thisever
agan!" Sorbl, too, was partaking of the acoholic rain, had been since the descent of the first drops. That
explained the owl's unusud slence, Jon-Tom mused. The famulus was drifting pescefully in some
imbiber's heaven.

Cautioudy he parted hislips and sucked in the moisture that was running off his nose. Creme de menthe.
A second durp brought home the taste of Galliano, athird of Midori, or something likeit.

Enough, hetold himsdlf firmly. He was not thirsty and had no desire to be unconscious.

"Oasdfin!™ Mudge was babbling. "Terraguin. Coosage, guinal, essark, goodmage, sankerberry wine!"
The otter was lying on his back in the mud, his arms and legs spread wide but not as wide as his mouth.

And he wasn't the only one, for the unique properties of the downpour Clothahump had induced had not
passed unnoticed among the other inhabitants of Ospenspri. They came stumbling out of their mud and
wattle houses, in pairsand trios at first, then in adelighted, exuberant rush. Even those citizenswho
considered themsalves teetota ers participated, for they could hardly pass on such awonderful piece of
sorcerous business and leaveit to thelr lessinhibited neighborsto tell them al about it when it was over.

Asthe aromatic rain continued to fall it began to have an affect on the desiccated trees and shriveled
plants. Flowers bloomed from seemingly dead stalks. Bushes put out new, fresh green growth. Up in the
ruined orchards the apple and toklatrees straightened; their limbs lifted and erupted in aburst of green.
They did not put forth fruit, for it wastoo late in the season, but next year's harvest would surely be

Spectacular.

The rain worked its most wondrous transformation out in the fields of late autumn wheet. The flattened,
burned stalks lifted skyward, and the dry heads grew swollen with golden kernels. Not merely gold in
color but in promise. Because for months thereafter, any bread baked from that season's threshing was
famed throughout the Bellwoods and even beyond.

Renowned and marveled at, bread and long rolls dike, for their texture and color and most especialy of
al, thefaintly acoholic flavor each bite imparted to the palate.

Through the rain and the fog that accompanied it, Jon-Tom could witness the transformation of
Ospenspri and itsinhabitants. The city itself seemed to straighten asit returned to hedth, buildings and



citizens alike drawing strength from the rain and the concomitant metamorphosis of the cloud. Asthat
black mass of moisture lightened, so did the mood of the city and the lands surrounding it. As he Stared,
Ospenspri changed from an idand of devastation and despair to the jewel of the north.

The mud huts vanished, to be replaced by findly wrought structures of hardwood and dressed stone. The
mud seemed to dissolve beneath hisfeet, leaving behind yard-square paving blocks of ocher-streaked
white marble. Close by, the mud spring was transformed into a graceful spire of filagreed arches. Water
spurted or trickled from dozens of nozzles. Set among the marble scul ptures that comprised the fountain
were hundreds of the brilliant green garnets called peridots, which gave the square its name.

The storm was beginning to abate, the black cloud to break up. Once the dissolution had begun, it
proceeded rapidly. For thefirgt timein weeks the sun shone brightly on the tormented city. Thethirsty
earth soaked up what precipitation managed to escape the tubs and rain barrels of the inhabitants. Having
spent itsforce, the cloud and the perturbation it had sheltered faded away with equa aacrity.

Nor wasthe city al that returned to normal. Mudge had straightened and now danced awild saraband
on the marble edge of the towering fountain. But Jon-Tom found his attention drawn to the one citizen of
Ospenspri who had greeted them.

No longer crooked and bent, the old fox stood tall and proud before Clothahump. He was bigger than
Mudge, and his slver-streaked ears were on alevel with Jon-Tom's shoulders. As both wizard and
spellsinger looked on, he performed a deep, profound bow. In place of the dirty rags he'd been wearing
when hed initidly approached the visitors, he now wore a splendid suit of dark brown edged with green
velvet and fastened with hardwood buttonsinlaid with brass. A peculiarly narrow hat of green felt and
leather rested between his ears.

"l am Sorenset,” he informed them, "a senior member of the ruling council of Ospenspri.” Another bow
toward Clothahump. "We arelaid low by the weight of your genius, Sir, and raised up again through your
timely assstance. | am honored to reflect the glory of the greatest of wizards."

"The people of Ogpenspri have always been famed for the accuracy of their observations," Clothahump
sad blithely. "1 only did what any traveler of my stature would have done.”

"But which none could do until now." Sorenset closed his eyes and stared at the sun, luxuriaing initsfed
againg hisface. "The curse has been lifted. Ospenspri has suffered before, but such calamities have
wrought their damage and then moved on. We began to fear that the black cloud was destined to stay
with usforever.”

"It could return, in the same guise or another.”

Sorenset dropped his face and stared at the wizard. " Do not say such things. Have you not banished the
cloud?'

"Y es, but not its cause. Until we can do that, no morning will be the same as the one that has preceded
it, and none of us can go to deep with any assurance that we will wake up recognizing what we are. It is
to remedy this matter that the three of us have undertaken thisjourney from our homein the South.”

Sorenset nodded somberly. " Anything that you require that can be found in Ospenspri will be provided.
Wewill help in any way that we can. Y ou have restored our bodies, our city, and our souls.”

He turned toward the beautiful homes and apartments, no longer poor structures of mud and wattle,



which fronted on the central square. Laughter, shouts of relief, and other sounds of merriment poured
from open windows and doors. The cries might have been deafening except that many of Ospenspri's
restored citizens had ingested too much of the flavorful downpour and now lay savoring their restoration
in stuporous dumber on porches and doorsteps, streets and benches.

Mudge leapt off the fountain enclosure and wrapped his arms around Jon-Tom, hooting and barking
with ddight. Jon-Tom staggered under the weight and collgpsed to the ground with the otter on top of
him. Hewasn't angry. He could only grin. The otter's high spirits were infectious. Besdes, hed done
more than taste of the dcohalic precipitation himsdf. He wasfeding pleasantly giddy.

Asfor thewizard'sfamulus, Sorbl wasflying in tighter and tighter circles around the spire of the fountain,
until hiswings and coordination finaly gave out. Mudge and Jon-Tom had to drag him from the pool.

As befitted their station, Sorensat and Clothahump observed thisdisplay of youthful celebration with a
tolerant eye. "It appearsthat it isleft to usto proceed with practica matters.”

"l am not displeased,” Clothahump told the fox. "Wewill not be interrupted with foolish questions. | will
lay out our needsfor you. They are modest in scope. We will aso require proper lodging for the night,
assuming any innkeeper has recovered sufficiently to serveus.”

"I know just the place," Sorenset replied. "The finest establishment in the city. When the ownerslearn
who their guestswill be, they will be even more effusivein their praisethan I. This| will attend to mysdif,
in the name of the council and the people of agrateful Ospenspri.”

The music that the orchestrawas playing for the enjoyment of the diners was soft and light, al flutes and
grings. Such sounds ordinarily would have driven ahard-rock guitarist like Jon-Tom from the building.
But after al they'd been through on the long journey northward, he found he was glad of the respite from
anything harsh, including sounds. He was particularly fascinated by the multireeded flute the bobcat was
tootling on and the thirty-stringed lyre the well-dressed gibbon was stroking. The latter made the double
gtrings of his duar seem simple by comparison. But then, the gibbon had armsthat trailed on the ground
when he walked. No human could match hisreach.

On the other hand, he told himsdlf as he regarded his duar fondly, it wasn't an easy matter to bring forth
chords from strings that tended to blur into another dimenson when you were playing on them, either.

It seemed that everyone in Ospenspri wanted to thank the city's saviors personally. Sorenset politely but
firmly warded off the multitude of well-wishers, explaining that their visitors were exhausted and till had

many leaguesto travel.

The deluge of hosannas was mitigated more than alittle by the perturbation that struck later that
afternoon. It was not as damaging to the spirit as the black cloud and it lasted less than ten minutes, but it
was a sobering reminder to dl that the world was till along way from returning to a sate of normalcy.
Everyone became amultihued butterfly, each building a cocoon of varying Sze and shape. There was
much nervous flapping of brilliantly colored wings before the perturbation ended and the red world
returned with asnap.

It certainly took the edge off Clothahump's achievement. Sorenset no longer had to fend off citizenswho
wanted to kissthe wizard's feet.

"Ungrateful wretches." Theturtle Spped his soup. "It's not enough that for them | turn their town right
Sde up. They want meto tip the world for them.”



"Don't be too hard on them.” Jon-Tom was finishing his own medl, savoring the subtle spices and the
tender meet that now rested comfortably in hisbelly. After weeks of hasty mealsfollowed by continuous
jouncing in the old jeep, the medl at the inn had reminded him that eating could be addight aswell asa
necessity. "They don't understand what's going on. We're probably the only onesin the world who
do-aong with whoever's restraining the perambulator, of course.”

"Ignorance is no excuse for bad manners,” grumped the wizard. But Jon-Tom had managed to soothe
him somewnhat.

Sorenset and severa other members of the city council joined them at the oval table. A pouty
Clothahump alowed Jon-Tom to tell their story and explain what they intended to try. The rulers of

Ospengpri listened politely.

"Onethingiscertan." Theflying squirrdl, Tala, was president of the council and wore his medds on the
flaps of skin that connected hiswrigtsto hisribs. "The vehicle in which you arrived will not take you
where you wish to go. Between here and the northern reaches you will haveto climb.”

"What about riding snakes?' Jon-Tom asked.
The squirrel shook hishead. "No L 'borian could survive the conditions on the Plateau. It'sfar too cold.”

"Then we will have to continue on foot." Clothahump was tapping the table with the fingers of both
hands. "A daunting prospect, yet one that does not concern me atenth so much as whatever we will
encounter at the end of our journey.”

"What do you suggest?' Jon-Tom asked again.

Sorenset considered. "Ospenspri is home to many independent transporters. But to go north of the
Plateau at thistune of year, | don't know. All we can doisinquireif any quadruped iswilling to undertake
such ajourney. You will have dl the supplies you need, but we cannot compel acitizentorisk alife

agang hiswill."
"Of coursenot," said Clothahump.

"I will go and makeinquiriesright now." A nervous bandicoot excused himself from the gathering and
hurried toward the door.

"Even asingle horse willing to carry our supplieswould be agreat help,” Clothahump said, "though | am
not sanguine about one volunteering.”

"What, after you saved the whole city?' Jon-Tom observed.

The wizard gave him aknowing look. "My boy, when you have lived aslong as| have, you cometo
learn that among the virtues, dtruism isnot the most common.”

The contemplative silence that followed this wise observation was interrupted by aloud smacking sound
from the table behind the conference oval. Jon-Tom turned a disapproving eye on Mudge. Only the top
of the otter's head was visible. Hisface was buried in the midsection of atwo-foot-long broiled fish.
Jon-Tom tilted back in his chair and whispered.



"Do you have to eat with your mouth open?”

Mudge promptly stopped munching to squint at hisfriend. Bits of megt and skin hung from histeeth and
jaws, and hisface was shiny with ail. "Well now, guv'nor, if you can show me'ow to eat with me mouth
closed, I'll 'ave ashot at it. Otherwise, be agood chap and bugger off.” He plunged hisface back into the
hollowed-out fish and took an enormous bite, loudly crunching up mest, skin, and bones.

"That's not what | meant." Jon-Tom struggled to remain patient. "It's the noise you're making."

Again the otter glanced up. "Wot of it?'

"It'sdisconcerting. Y ou should eat quietly and chew with your mouth closed.”

Mudge sighed in amazement. "Y ou 'umans. The notions you come up with. Mate, | couldn't egt like that
evenif | wanted to."

"Why not?"
"Because me mouth ain't flat against me face like an ape's, that'swhy. Tis easy for you to keep your cud

restrained behind your cheeks, but my jaws protrude. See?' He stuck hisface closeto Jon-Tom's, and

the spellsinger recoiled from the overpowering odor of fish. "The sound comes out both sdes o' meface.
Tisamatter o' design, not preference.”

"Oh. | hadn't thought of that." He sat silently for amoment while the otter resumed gorging himsdlf. His
forehead twisted in contemplation, and then he spoke sharply. "Hey, now wait aminute-" He didn't get
the chance to finish the thought. Clothahump was speaking again.

Only, thistime the wizard's words were directed not to the attentive members of Ospenspri'sruling
council but to the newest member of the expedition.

"You."

Silence. It findly penetrated Mudge's food-sodden consciousness that everyone was looking a him. He
turned, managed to mumble around amouthful of food.

"Who, me?'

"Yes, you, river rat." Behind the Six-gded glasses the wizard's gaze was intense. Jon-Tom watched with
interest. Something serious was up.

Mudge could senseit too. Carefully he positioned the remainder of hisfish on its plate and commenced
an ogentatious licking of hisfingers. "What can | do for your magicness?'

"Jon-Tom tells me that you have volunteered to accompany us northward to aid usin our endeavor.”
"Urn. Well, if Jonny-Tom saysthat'swot | said, then 1 guess| said it.”
Clothahump leaned forward. "1 am curiousto know why. It is uncharacteristic of you."

"I'll let that one by, guv'nor.” He began to preen hiswhiskers. "It'slike | told Jon-Tom. Y ou 'eped me
like you 'dped everyone e se. I'm mesdlf again. I'd ‘ave "ated to "ave gone through life bent over under



that bloody cloud. Y ou saved me. So | figure | owesyou. | couldn't very well ‘ave continued in me
professon dl twisted and gnarled like | was."

"Y our professon?’ Thewizard's eyebrowswould have lifted if hed had any. "Are you referring to your
practice of pickpocketing and generd thievery?”

" 'Erenow, gir, isthat any way to treat an old friend who volunteers'is'elp out o' the goodness of 'is 'eart
to accompany you on ajourney no doubt as dangerous as your usua travels? If al you can do is St there
and insult me, maybel-"

"I do not mean to belittle your generous offer. | merely am trying to define your motives. | suspect you
arein this because you sense the scope of the danger and, possessing a crude sort of native intelligence,
realize that the safest place to beisas close as possible to me."

Jon-Tom spoke softly to hisfriend. "Isheright, Mudge?'

"Mate, you do me adisservice. You both do me adisservice. Seemslike every time| volunteersto 'ép
you blokes without regard for the safety of me own person, al you can do is question me motivation. |
cant tdl you 'ow much it ‘urtsme."

"It will hurt you agreat ded moreif you ingnuate yourself into our company only for your own selfish
reasons. My concern, however, is not so much with your motivations as with your alegiance once we
have reached our destination. | cannot afford to have you running off at acritical moment. | must be able
torely on dl my companions." Before Mudge could prefer the inevitable protest, Clothahump was
pointing a heavy finger a him. Behind those thick glasses the wizard's eyes seemed to have darkened
from their natura brown to adeep, glowing crimson.

"Swear, son-of-a-stream, miscreant offspring of amidden maiden, that you come on thisjourney of your
own freewill, that you will do what isrequired of you as acompanion in peril, and that you will do so
without thought or regard for your own safety, for the good of dl the inhabitants of the warmlands.” A
red haze had enveloped the table and the awed patrons of the inn. Everyone had turned to watch.

"Swear thisto me now, by the blood that flowsin your veins, by the intellgence that may hide in your
brain, and by the desire that rulesyour loins.”

"Okay, okay," said Mudge disgustedly, putting up both paws defensively. "Take it easy! Jump metall if |
don't think you like overdoin' thesethings, Y our Wizardship. Bethat asit may, | svear."

The red haze dissipated into the walls of theinn, and Clothahump's eyes regained their norma placid
hue. Satisfied, he settled back into hischair. It was higher than most in order to raise his midsection to
table level. He picked up afork and jabbed at the soggy mass of colorful river-bottom greens that had
been served earlier.

"Very well. | accept your oath and your company. Needlessto say, the consequences of reneging on
your agreement are too horrible to mention."”

"I know." Mudge sighed. He did not appear in the least upset or, for that matter, impressed. "All that
fuss over nothing." He picked up hisfish, was about to bite into it again when Jon-Tom leaned close.

"That'sthefirgt time Clothahump's made you swear an oath."”



"Wot of it, mate?"

"It doesn't give you much leeway for dinking off on Sdetripsthe way you like to when were traveling.
Y oull haveto toetheline pretty tightly or something dreadful'slikely to happen to you."

"I know that, lad. Tisno big ded." He chomped down on the fish. Bones splintered under his sharp
teeth.

Stll Jon-Tom was not satisfied. "Mudge, thisisn't like you. Y ou've changed.”

"Who, me?| 'aven't changed a bit, mate. The truth o' the matter isthat I'm bein' agreeable because it
suits me, not old armor-britches over there. I've 'ad ataste or two o' these perambulations and wot 'is
wizardship says about the safest placein the world bein' closeto 'isarseis mighty near the truth.”

"l can't argue with that myself," Jon-Tom admitted. "It1l be good to have you with us, especiadly when
we have to confront whoever's trapped it."

Mudge paused, the fish hafway to his mouth. "Wot are you babblin' on about, mate? Once His
Magicsty there freesthis perbambulator or wotever the'dl it is, we can al come a-skippin' 'ome safe an’
clear, right?’

"Maybe not. We gtill haveto dedl with theingtigator of thiscrigs, and therésno teling what he, or it is
like or how it'll react to our attemptsto intervene. Freeing the perambulator will assure that theworld is
saved, but it won't do anything for us. We gtill have to get away from whoever'srestrained it. | imagine

that psychotic will be more than alittle upset when hisplansare ruined.”

"l seenow.” The otter carefully returned the remnants of thefish to hisplate. "1 think I've 'ad enough.
Nothin' was said about dealin’ with no psychotic monster once this 'ere peramutraitor was freed to go on
itsway." Hestarted torise.

Jon-Tom put ahand on one furry shoulder. "Y our oath, Mudge."

"Qath?1 don't recal anything in me oath that says| ‘aveto stay at thistable. So if youll al excuse me.”
He pushed his chair back quickly and made a dignified dash for the bathroom.

Sorbl was sitting on a perch behind the ova conference table. "What's wrong with the water rat?' He
plucked another fried lizard from the brochette stuck into one end of the perch and gulped it down. "Did
he eet too fast? He certainly ate enough.”

"I've never known Mudgeto get sck from overeating,” Jon-Tom told the owl. "I think he'sjust redlized
what he's gotten himsdlf into, and he's choking on his oath.”

Sorbl nodded sadly. "Those can be hard to swallow. Few of ustruly have the foresight to consider dl
the consequences of our actions. My signing on aswizard'sfamulus, for example.”

"What was that? Did you say something, Sorbl?" Clothahump was glaring up at his gpprentice,

"| said that Jon-Tom's singing was an exampleto usal, Magter." The owl belched politely and smiled.



Theinn's beds were aswell prepared as the food, and they al enjoyed their soundest degp in weeks. As
usual, Clothahump was awake and making notes before Jon-Tom arose. Sorenset met them for
breakfast. The fox looked tired.

"Thereis much to be donein the city. Some people are till suffering from the aftereffects of the
perturbation, asyou cal it. Not to mention the aftereffects of that remarkable rainstorm. | have some
good news for you. When you have finished your meal, | am to escort you to the transport barracks.”

"Y ou found us avolunteer, then?" Sorenset nodded and Clothahump looked satisfied. " Good. That will
Speed us up consderably.”

"Not quite avolunteer, exactly." The fox looked gpologetic.
"What do you mean 'not quite? Did you find us someone willing to haul our supplies or not?"

"It'slikely. The problem s, I'm not sure you'l find this particular transporter to your taste. She's
something of an iconoclast, very strong-willed, and apt to cance acontract at the smell of the dightest ill

wind."

"She?" Clothahump grunted. "No matter. Aslong as she has a strong back and legs. Asfor the
possibility of someimagined persondity conflict, that does not concern me. | am the most agreesgble
person in the world, quite able to get dong with anyone | have to work with."

A drange noise came from the far sde of the table. Clothahump's gaze narrowed as he eyed his
gpprentice. " Something in your breakfast not to your liking, Sorbl?"

"Gnuf-no, Master," the owl managed to choke out. He was holding athick napkin over hisface, though
whether to shield his mouth or hide his expresson, no one could tell.

"Fine. We must meet this sturdy transporter and settle upon a contract immediately. Weve no timeto
weage."

"But, guv'nor,” Mudge protested, "I ‘aven't finished me breakfast yet."

Jon-Tom rose and pulled the otter's chair away from the table. "Come on, Mudge. Y ou heard
Clothahump. Theway you're gorging yourself thismorning, you'd think you hadn't had supper last night.”

The otter wiped at hiswhiskers. " 'Ardly enough to keep ashrew dive. Onelittlefish and | didn't ‘ave
timeto finish that proper.”

"Thefishwasnearly asbig asyou. Let'sgo.”

"Right then, 'aveit your way." Grumbling, the otter jumped out of hischair. "But wait until | catch you
‘ungry someday.” He dipped hisarrow quiver and bow over his back while Jon-Tom picked up his duar
and ramwood staif. Together they followed Clothahump and Sorenset out into the street while Sorbl



glided dong overhead.

The fox led them past the central square, now restored to its origina beauteous state, through busy
commercid sreets, and into the industrial end of Ospenspri. It took that long for Mudge to cease
complaning.

The stables that comprised the transportation barracks were spacious and well maintained, with ample
roads between them to allow for the movement of cleaning crews and feed delivery wagons. The
buildings were owned, Sorenset told them, by an old and revered family of heavy horses, one of whom
sat (or rather stood) on the city council. There weretriple-sized sdls available for married teams and
families, with quartersto either sdefor studs and mares.

At the head of each line of stalswas an office where the inhabitants business was transacted by hired
help. This necessary arrangement was common to the warmlands, for while a percheron could do heavy
work dl day, managing aledger with hooves was a next-to-impossible task. So capuchins and baboons
and smilarly dexterousindividuasdid the paperwork for them.

Sorenset |ed them past the fancier accommodations toward the back where anumber of less eaborate
but till spotlessly clean stdlsfaced asmdl stream. Such stable space was usudly occupied by
free-lancers. those haulers and packers who preferred to work aone rather than in teams. Here hay was
morein evidencein the feed ddivery baysthan oasor dfdfa

Around a corner and down a pathway shaded by ancient wool wood trees, they found themsdlves facing
ashuttered stal front and door. To the left of the double door was an oversize mailbox, alarge round

depository whose contents could be removed with equal ease by hands or lips. Above the box wasa
brass nameplate on which asingle name was engraved in incongruoudy eegant script:

DORMAS.

Sorenset smiled a them before pushing the door-bell button. Something clanged inside, was followed by
adeep yet unmistakably feminine voice. It sounded dightly irritated.

"Get lodt! | ain't in the mood."
Mudge was nodding approvingly. "Ah, alady after me own 'eart.”

Sorenset looked embarrassed as he cleared histhroat. "It's me, Sorenset of the council, acting the part
of guide"

"I don't careif it'sthe Grand Randury of the Moshen Theatre Ensemble acting the part of the spasmed
duck! I'm not interested in company.”" A pause, then, "Oh-wait aminute. | do know you. Y ou're the one
who told me about the southerners trekking north who needed someone to haul for them up onto the
Patea?’

Sorenset fought to retain hisdignity ashereplied. "1 am. Of the city council. Could we comein, please?’

"Suit yoursdf. Door's open.”



Sorenset pulled on the latch and swung the heavy wooden barrier aside, held it open while his charges
filed through.

Wearing abeige blanket and standing before them was their volunteer. Jon-Tom's eyebrows drew
together as he frowned at the animal.

"You're not ahorse."
Dormasimmediately cocked ajaundiced eye at the fox. "Who'sthisfountain of wit?'

"Oh, indeedy, my kind of lady," said Mudge with adelighted chuckle as he crossed hislegs and leaned
back againgt thewall. Sorbl closed the door behind him.

"You'reamule" Jon-Tom added.

She turned her gaze from their guide back to him. ™Y ou don't know much of anything, do you, human?'
Shewent on to explain asif to anidiot. "For your information | am not amule. | am aninny.”

"l beg your pardon?’

"And about timetoo." She looked back to Sorenset. "Y ou told me I'd be traveling in the company of
wizards and warriors, not idiot children.”

"Now look," Jon-Tom began, "I don't think-"

"A mule," sheexplained, interrupting him, "isthe offspring of adonkey and ahorse, or more specificdly,
of ajackass and amare. Whereas a hinny isthe offspring of astallion and afemae donkey. Either of
which is preferable to being the fruit of the union of acouple of hairless apes. The wonder of itis" she
added, looking him up and down, "is that so much could spring from o little effort.”

He made hurried placating gestures. "Hey, I'm sorry, | didn't know. Quadrupeda biology isn't one of my
pecidties”

"Nor isdiplomacy, apparently.”

"l said | was sorry. My name's Jon-Tom. Thisisthe great wizard Clothahump, hisfamulus Sorbl, and
my friend and traveling companion, Mudge. Were delighted that you've volunteered to help us.”

"Help you, hdll." She snorted once, glanced over at Clothahump. "It's pretty clear that you're the leader
of thislot of menta defectives, hard-shell or not. The man'stoo green, the owl too tipsy, and the water
rat has shifty eyes. Y ou're acclaimed by default.”

"Default of an unfair fate, | calsit,” murmured Mudge, low enough o that Clothahump couldn't hear
him.

"The fox told me I'd be paid in accordance with the danger involved. With winter threatening to bust
open over our heads any day now, that's danger enough.”

"I concur, and your recompense shall reflect that," Clothahump told her.



She appeared somewhat mollified by this ready agreement. "Well, that's better. Didn't mean to appear
contrary."

"Niceto meet you," said Sorbl, fluttering hiswings. Hed found a proper perch on a crossbeam.”

"Metoo," added Jon-Tom. "I apologize for any offense | may have caused. | assureyou it was
unintentiond. | till have alot to learn about thisworld.”

"Urn. I'm Dormas. None of us can help what we are.”
"How'stricks, good-looking? I'm Mudge." The otter added a cheery whistle.

"Shifty eyes, but | likeyou, otter. Y ou don't walk two inches above the ground.” She shifted her
attention back to the council fox. "Get lost, Sorenst. I've got dedlings to quantify. And thanksfor the
business. You'll get your cut later."

"My cut?' Thefox was aready retreating toward the door. "Why, | don't know what you're talking
about!" He bestowed awan smile on the saviors of the city. "l redly do have to run anyway. Good-bye
and good luck.” He departed with unseemly haste.

"And now it'stimeto settle on afew details" Dormas said brightly.
"Details? | thought Sorenset had taken care of those," Clothahump said.
"Naw. Just brought us together, he did. Comein back and let's it aspell.”

The back room was arevelation. There was afinely worked straw bed whose contents were obvioudy
changed and scented daily, a gilded water trough, and the usual assortment of equine-type
accoutrements. There was aso alarge amount of artwork, much of it consisting of finely wrought
renderings of rolling hills and lush meadows, but also severa paintings of mountain scenery. Jon-Tom was
particularly taken by one that showed their hostess flanked by apair of mountain goats. All threehad a
hoof raised to wave &t the recording artist.

"Speed painter did that one for me. What do you think? Not abad likeness."

Mudge had gtrolled over to join Jon-Tom in inspecting the picture. "Looks like it were painted quite a
few yearsago."

"Hmph." Another snort as she turned and walked over to an oversizefiling cabinet. Using lips and teeth,
she opened the second drawer, sorted through the materia inside, and pulled out a sheet of paper as
thick as cardboard. Thiswas placed on anearby desk, between four raised pieces of wood that served
to hold it in pogtion.

"I can do moderately well with atoothpen, but anyone with hands and fingers can do better. It'smy
standard contract. I've aready had it modified to reflect our destination. Check it out.”

Clothahump waddled over, adjusted his glasses, and began to read. "1 would think, madam, that judging
from your age and circumstances, you are hardly in apogition to dictate terms.”

"Isthat afact? Now let metell you something, double-breather. | don't need thisjob. I like living back
here because thisis where my friends are, because | like to ook out at the creek, and because | can't



stand the way the swellsin the high-rent district put on like their shoes are hammered out of gold. I've no
need of externa ornamentation, either on my body or in my home, to justify my competence to others.
I've got plenty in the barracks bank, and | don't ever have to work again unlessit suits me. If you think
you can do better, go up and down the lines and try to find somebody else to pack your junk up onto the
Plateau thistime of year."

"If you're so well-off," Jon-Tom asked her, "why'd you volunteer to take us on in thefirst place?"

"Because, my dough-faced young human, | appreciate what you did in raising the curse from our city,
and | believein what you're trying to do, according to what Sorenset told me. And unlike most of my
colleagues, | have abroad mind aswell as abroad back, not to mention amodicum of ethics. | think you
deserve help-albeit at afair price.

"Besides, | can dways use some petty cash.” Jon-Tom felt as though he were being lectured by a
maiden aunt. "And there's nothing to hold me here. | liketo travel for my own entertainment and
elucidation, not just on business. There's nothing to draw me back here, if this should turn out to be my
last gallop. I'm between books.”

"Books? Y ou read alot, huh?' Jon-Tom asked.

She shook her head. "Y ou have afine facility for seeking out the inaccurate. | am awriter, and one with
quite areputation. Though you don't strike me as the type to delve into a heavy romance, especialy one
featuring four-legged protagonists-though you never can tell about an individua's reading preferences. |
takeit you haven't heard of the authoress Shiraz Sassway?"

"I'm afraid not, though | haven't had a chance to do much light reading lately," Jon-Tom told her. "I've
been studying hard.”

"Shame." Shelooked wistful. "I'll haveto give you acopy of my latest when we return. Long-legged
LovesLug Log. I'mtold it'svery big in the south.”

"Maybe you and | could do some research some time, luv-with other company, o' course.” Mudge gave
her alecherouswink.

"| don't do much research anymore, water rat. | draw instead upon previous experiences. | had an
industrious youth. It'sal behind me now."

"I'll bet it was behind you most of thetime,” Mudge put in, making sure he was out of biting range.

It was Clothahump who spoke next, however. "There are more clauses in this one document thanin a
binding between awitch anditsfamiliar.”

"I've been cheated once or twice. Nothing personal, wiz. Don't you read your contracts?' She looked
thoughtful as she enumerated afew favorite phrases. "Packsto be arranged and bound according to my
design, not yours. Weight to be predetermined-no last-minute additions, not even a sandwich. The usua
hazardous-duty bonus clauses. In return, you get everything | can give. | can carry more than any horse
and move faster than any donkey. | can climb gradesthat would give your average packhorse a stroke
on the spot, and | can do it blindfolded if necessary. | can do dl that on lessfood, which I'm not as
particular about. Plain wild grains and grasses suit me when I'm packing. I'm agood scavenger, and | can
survive on stuff you'd use to brace your house with.



"Y ou're going north. | can handle the cold better than any horse except maybe a Pryzwal ski, and there
an't any inthisneck of thewoods. Plusyou get the benefit of al my experience. I've been around. I'm
not citified like some of these tenderfoots who haul produce from door to door out in the suburbs.”

"W're not exactly innocents abroad ourselves," Jon-Tom told her.

"Glad to hear it. I'm not in the nursing business, colt. Oh, and one more thing. Absolutely no riding unless
someone gets hurt too bad to hoof it. I'm a packer, not personal transport, and | don't intend to change
my ways now. If that'swhat you have in mind, you need to move upstall and talk to the Appaoosas and
pintos.

"Well walk," Clothahump declared. "Weve done so before and we can do so now. Thereisnothing
wrong with our feet, dbeit that we are reduced to traveling on two instead of four. | promise you that you
will only be required to haul our supplies. Wewill haul oursalves.” Heindicated the contract.

"But before | put my nameto this, | must in turn be certain of your commitment. We may well find
oursalvesin mortal danger at the hands of an opponent whose face and name remain amystery to usand
whose motivation is driven by an unknown madness. In addition we must somehow ded with an
incredibly powerful and dangerous phenomenon that is not of thisuniverse. Issues of great gravity are at
gtake here. Wewill in al likelihood have to face dangerous moments together, and at such timeswe must
stand as one. | cannot have any member of our small party backing out at such times, whether for
personal reasons or because of some footnote on a piece of paper.”

Dormas drew hersalf up until she looked every bit as proud as an Arabian. "I won't be the one to break
when push comesto pull and the Black Wind threatens to sweep us away. Y ou can rest assured on that.”
Her dark eyes swept over them to settle on Mudge. "What about you, otter? Y ou're not afraid?’

Mudge had resumed his place against the wall. He'd appropriated adiver of straw from the Hinny's bed
and was chewing on it as he examined the claws of hisright paw.

"Well now, lass, actudly I'm terrified out o' me gourd. But I've seen wot 'I's Socerership can do, aswell
as me not-too-bright but well-meanin' spellsinger friend 'ere, and | ‘ave confidence in the both o' them.
This perambulator's perturbin’ strikes me as a worldwide problem. Since there ain't no runnin' aways
fromit, | figurewe might aswell ‘ave atry a puttin' it right. I've been through this sort o' thing with this
one"-and he jerked athumb in Jon-Tom's direction-"a couple o' times previous. Not that I'm gettin' used
to 'avin' me precious sdlf regularly threatened with dismemberment, but | ain't surprised when somethin’
takesatry at it.

"See, I'm beginnin' to fed that me fate is some'ow bound up with this 'ere spellsinger chap and that |
might aswell trot dong with 'im. Y ou know, sort of like bein' in an accident where two wagons smash
into one another at thisintersection, and the owners can't get themsalves untangled?!

"That's not avery sweet metaphor, Mudge," Jon-Tom groused.

"It an't avery sweet relationship, mate." He turned back to Dormas. "Anyways, seein’ as'ow thereain't
no placeto runto for gettin' away from the effects o' this perambudiscombobulator, | figure | might as
well tag along. Maybe ther€ll be some profit init, wot?'

"l see. Strong fedlings are involved aswell as strong reasons. | like that. Hand me that pen there, in the
wadl holder."



Clothahump passed it over. Taking it in her teeth, she signed the contract with an unexpected flourish.
The wizard nodded approvingly. Then he touched his Sgnet ring to the blank place below her name,
leaving behind theimprint of aturtle shdll cut by alargeletter C.

Dormas studied the sgnet admiringly. "A nest trick.”

" Cheagper than buying new pens," the wizard told her. "1'd have one made up for you and sdll you the

necessary permanent ink spell, but your hoofprint would cover haf the page. Y our solicitor wouldn't like
that. Hed have lessroom to complain in the margins.”

She amiled, deposited the contract in adrawer, and closed it with anudge of her muzzle. "Redlly, I'm not
as cantankerous as | seem. On thetrail you'll find me an agreeable and pleasant companion.”

"Another one like'ls Magicness," Mudge whispered to Jon-Tom. " Spirits preserve ugl”
"When do we gart climbing?'

"Tomorrow morning, if you are amenable.”

"Fine. I'll be up with the sun. We can pack and be off fast."

"Another go-getter,” Mudge muttered glumly. "Won't | ever fal in with sensble folkswot knows 'ow to
takether time and their lives easy?"

"It's pretty hard to relax when the stability of the entireworld is at stake, Mudge.”

The otter stretched and yawned. "' don't know as'ow it'sdl that stable now, mate. Not that it matters
very much. Y ou know what they say: 'Everyone's crazy but me and thee, and | ain't so sure about thee.”

Jon-Tom studied him with ashrewd and familiar eye. "All that blather about your duty to Clothahump
and your fellow beings-you're redlly coming aong to protect yousdf, aren't you?"

"I never denied that were part o' the reason behind me decision, guv. Anyways, thingsare dow ‘erein
Ospengpri, especidly since that cloud come over the city, and you know "ow quickly yourstruly can get
dead-bored. Leavin' aside'ow "ard itisto ‘old a set o' dice properly when your back's all bent out o

shape.”

"I might have guessed. Y ou wouldn't be coming aong if you weren't broke as well asworried about
your own kin."

Mudge winked at him. "Mate, | wouldn't go to afriend'sfunerd if | didn't think I'd ‘ave a shot at the
‘ankerchief concesson. Y ou know methat well, at least.”

"l guess| should be relieved. For awhile there | wondered if the perturbation had affected your brain as
well asyour body."

"Wot, me? Why, lad, old Mudgeis as surdy asthe mountains, as free-runnin’ astheriver Tailaroam,
and as steady as the ground under our feet."

At that moment the ground beneath their feet vanished. So did the sky above. Jon-Tom observed that he
wasfloating in dighty murky blue-green weter, staring at something that looked like asmal barracuda



Off to hisright was a bloated sunfish. Next to it drifted an armored throwback to the time when fish
comprised the planet's dominant life-form.

For amoment he struggled to catch his balance. He relaxed when it became clear that he was neither
gnking nor drowning. He flexed hisfins experimentdly; first the dorsdl, then the laterd, ventral last of dl.
The piscean anaogs of Mudge, Dormas, and Clothahump stared back at him.

A new arrival zipped past hisface. It was smdl, brightly colored, and fast. It began swvimming rapid
circdlesaround Clothahump. "Thisisabit much,” said the Sorbl-fish.

"Try to becam,” Jon-Tom advised him. "Weve been through worse."

"Easy for you to say," Sorbl shot back. "The master spoends much time in water, and likewise your
otterish friend, but I'm used to spending my time above the surface, not beneath it.”

"Y ou think you're the only one who's stuck with adifficult psychological adjustment?1'm not exactly
aquatic by nature, let done by design, and Dormas even less s0."

"But you have been in water before,” the blue-striped darter protested. "1 have cousinswho
have-cormorants and ducks and such-but I've never been beneath the wavesin my life. | find it
exceedingly distressing.”

"Oh, don't put on such ashow, you feathered twit!" Thisfrom the immediately recognizable floating
verson of Mudge. "I' think I'm comfortable with finsinstead o' feet? Besides, if this 'ere ocean were
colored amber instead o' blue-green, you'd probably fed right at ‘'ome since you spend 'af your time
moonin' about near the bottom o' a bottle, anyways."

"I'm on the verge of anervous breakdown and he adds insults," grumbled the apprentice.

"Takeit easy." Jon-Tom spoke absently, fascinated by the dien environment in which he found himself.
"The perturbation will end soon enough.”

"Oh, it will, will it? 'Y ou're certain of that, are you? Are you going to spellsing it back to redity with that
fineingtrument you're carrying?'

Jon-Tom noted that where his duar ought to have hung there was only a broad strip of olive-green
Seaweed.

"Or," Sorbl continued, "isthe Master going to return the world to normal again by means of his potions
and spdlls? Remember what happened to Ospenspri. I it has happened again, but differently thistime,
wewill remainin thiswet, stifling water world forever, locked into the forms we presently are inhabiting.”
He darted through the water, zipping around Clothahump, then Mudge and Dormeas.

"l don't care what anyone says. It'snot like flying. It'slike-"

Before Sorbl had achance to explain what it waslike, aby now familiar snap took place somewherein
the vicinity of Jon-Tom's optic nerves. Hisfinswere gone and he was standing, as before, on the floor of
Dormassgdl. The hinny blinked a him, then at Clothahump. Mudge stumbled but caught himself before
he fell. Sorbl was not so fortunate. HEd been racing wildly through the water when the perturbation
ceased and had crashed headfirst into the wall. Now he sat on the floor, his great golden eyes half
closed, holding thetop of his head with the tips of both wings. But he was smiling through the pain. He



had wings again, and the only water in sight occupied the lower portion of Donnas's drink-big basin.

"I warned you," said Clothahump evenly. "These perturbations can be dangerous even when they do not
become permanent. During achange it isimportant not to make any sudden moves or take any risks. |
think you will dl agree that the reason for demongtrating such caution is self-explanatory.” He gestured to
where Sorbl was climbing unsteadily to hisfeet. "Thank you for the example, famulus.”

"Y ou can take your example," Sorbl started to say, but wisely chose not to finish the suggestion.

"We have been further enlightened, and everything is settled,” the wizard concluded. He extended athick
hand. Donnas nudged it, and the bargain was sedled.

"Tomorrow morning, early,” she reminded them. "Wherere you staying?'

Clothahump gave her the name of theinn. "We will want to pack and be on our way immediately after
breskfast.”

"Suitsmefine, hard-shel.”
"l am looking forward to afruitful collaboration and the eventua success of our mutua enterprise.”

"And I'm looking forward to using the John," shereplied. "So if you boyswill excuse me?' She turned
and moved toward a curtained partition near the back of the room.

Thus dismissed, they |eft to return to their own accommodeations, to prepare themsalves for the long,
difficult climb that would begin when they bade farewell to Ospenspri on the morrow. By now the
descriptions of the city's saviors had been widely circulated among the citizenry, and they found that they
were the center of polite attention asthey strolled up the busy streets.

Most of it was focused on Clothahump, whose shell seemed to swell as he soaked up the stares and the
occasiona mild applause. The wizard wasn't one to shrink from the opportunity to bask in the glow of his
own radiance. Sorbl drifted along overhead, flying a straighter course than usua, sobered by his recent
brief incarnation as a subsurface water dweller. So Mudge was able to sidle up close to Jon-Tom to chat
without fear of being overheard.

"Tel metrue, mate; wot do you think our chances are?"

"Chances of wot-1 mean, of what, Mudge?'

"Don't play gameswith me, lad. We've been through too much together. Y ou know wot | means. Our
chances 0' goosin' this perbabutater, or wotever it turns out to be, back to where it belongs?!

"According to Clothahump it will leave of its own accord once the restraints restricting its movement
have been removed. The danger we face isfrom whoever is keeping it trapped in our world. Sincel've
no ideawhat were up againgt there, | can't very well tell you what the odds are of our defegting it."
Mudge looked crestfalen. "I can always depend on you for encouragement and succor, mete.”

"WEell make out dl right, Mudge. We dways have."

"That'swot worries me. | keep worryin' that the police are goin' to catch up with me one o' these days.



Or an old lover. Or someone who lost to me at cards. But the thing | worry most about catchin' up with
old Mudgeisthe bloody law o' averages, and | fear that on thistrip it may be dogging metail amitetoo
near for comfort."

"Come on. Where'sthe optimistic, dways cheerful Mudge | know best?!
"Back down the road to Lynchbany about a hundred leagues or s0."

"Congder this: On our previous journeys we've had to dea with whatever danger threatened us by
oursaves. Clothahump'swith usthistime. Between hisknowledge and my spdlsinging we can handle
anything that'sthrown againg us."

"Some'ow that don't inspire me confidence, mate." Mudge was sllent for along moment, then jerked a
thumb back over his shoulder. "Wot about our ladyship back there? She appearsto 'ave as strong a
back as she does atongue, but she's gettin' on in years. Well find oursavesin afine pickleif the old tart
ups and quits on usin the middle o' the back o' beyond. I'm not one for haulin’ apile o' suppliesup a
steep grade.”

"Dormaswill befine. And were dl getting on in years, Mudge." Jon-Tom spoke from the rarefied
heights of onewho hasyet to turn twenty-five. “I've found that thisworld tendsto age you rapidly.”

"It doesif you lead the kind o' life we've led this past year or s0," Mudge readily agreed. "I expect
you're right about the old darlin', but | can't 'elp wishin' we'ad a bit more o' the mundane 'élp o' extra
armsand fighters. Pity you can't run out and find that dragon friend o' yours.”

"What, Fdameezar? Thelast time | saw him he was swimming steadily southward from Quasequa. Y ou
know how far that isfrom here. And he wouldn't do too well up in the Plateau country. He likeswarm
water and warmer air, and from what Clothahump's told me of where were headed, we're going to find
preciouslittle of ether.”

"Cold won't bother me. We otters are as at ‘'omein cold temperatures as hot. 'Tisyou | worry about,
lad."

"Why, Mudge? | appreciate the concern.”

"Concern, 'dl. If your bunsfreeze to the ground, that's one less sword arm I've got standin’ at my side,
not to mention theloss o' your spellsingin’, which some'ow does seem to work from timeto time. Y ou
‘aven't abit o' decent fur on you to protect you from the cold.”

Jon-Tom stared straight ahead. "I'll be okay aslong as we besat the onset of winter in the mountains.”

"Andif wedon't?'

"Then you can haul my frozen carcass back here, dump it in a hundred-gallon martini, and drink to my
demise. Y ou worry too much. | feel as strong asan ox."

"Aye, and with abrain to match. | wish | werefedin' aswell mesdf."
"What'swrong?"

"I'mjust not fedin' mesdf isdl.”



"It couldn't have anything to do with your life-style by any chance?'
"| admit that 'as occurred to me, mate. So I've decided to cut down on wenchin', eatin', and drinkin'.”
"Y our timing's good. Y ou won't have the chance to indulge to excess on any of those on thistrip.”

"Aye, that's me point. That'swhy | don't fed well. Because I'm goin' to 'ave to cut down on wenchin',
and eatin’-"

"And drinking," Jon-Tom finished for him, shaking hishead. "And | thought there might be something
serioudy wrong with you." Disgusted, heincreased his stride.

"Why, mate," Mudge asked, looking honestly puzzled as he hurried to keep up with histal friend, "wot
could be worse than that?'

"Than what?' Jon-Tom sngpped at him.

"Than moderation o' course.”

Vi

Trueto her word, Dormas not only kept up with them asthey left Ospenspri behind the following
morning but, despite her heavy load, was impatient to take the lead. So frequently did she makethe
request that Clothahump had to remind her of his own advanced age and of the fact that two legs, no
matter how strong, could never keep pace with four.

Jon-Tom was sure she was showing what she could do if she wanted to, in order to establish hersdlf asa
qualified member of the expedition right from the start. In any case, after thefirst long, hard day of
walking, there were no more comments about her age or hauling ability from Mudge or anyone dse.
Jon-Tom recdled her initid reaction when they'd finished loading her outsde theinn.

"Isthat dl?Hell, you boys don't need ahinny to haul this stuif for you. A couple of pack ratswouldve
doneaswdll."

Despite her admonition againgt riding, she did dlow Sorbl to rest from time to time atop the uppermost
sack. Resting, she explained, was not riding. Jon-Tom got akick out of watching the owl bob back and
forth atop the mountain of supplies, clinging to astrap with his clawed feet and looking like nothing else
but a feathered hood ornament. He would ride that way for amoment or two before rising toward the
cloudsto resume his aerid patrol of the terrain below.

Donnas sendurance had a salutary effect on Clothahump's companions aswell. They were spared the
usua unending litany of complaints about the wizard's sore feet, hisrheumatism, and the weight of his
shdll. Instead, he held his peace, ground his besk in silence, and said nothing as they traversed the difficult
places. Jon-Tom was glad of hislong legs. Mudge possessed neither long legs, wizardry determination,



wings, or an extrapair of walking limbs. He compensated for these deficiencies with typically unflagging
otterish energy.

North of Ospenspri the woods were mostly uninhabited. Asthey climbed higher they began to losethe
Belltrees themsdves, dong with the more familiar oaks and sycamores. Evergreenstook their place.
Jon-Tom thought he recognized sugar and pinon pine aswell as blue spruce. There were also more
exotic varieties, including one stawart growth whose three-inch-long needleswere assharp asa
porcupine's quills. Mudge identified the most dangerous growths and led his companions carefully around
them. They couldn't harm the armored Clothahump, but a casua misstep could turn any of therest of the
marchersinto green pincushions.

With Sorbl scouting overhead and Clothahump relentlessin his examination of the forest floor, Jon-Tom
found he was able to relax and enjoy the hike. The evergreens, the bare rock, the pinecones that littered
the ground reminded him of Oregon or Montana

Asthey climbed out of the lowland forest onto the Plateau, he amused himself by kicking twigsand
pinecones out of their path. He was about to boot aside a particularly large cone when he found himself
knocked to the ground. He rolled over, furious and confused.

"What'sthe big idea, Mudge?' The otter had tackled him from behind. Carefully he checked his
precious duar, let out asigh of relief when held concluded his anxiousinspection. ™Y ou could have busted
thigd"

"Better it than you, mate." The otter nudged the feather that adorned his cap back over his head. It had
falen forward over one eye when held jumped at Jon-Tom's legs. Clothahump, Sorbl, and Dormas stood
nearby, watching.

Mudge indicated the huge pinecone, careful not to touch it. "Wot about you, Y our Wizardship? Y ou
recognizethis charmin' little gift o' the forest primeva ?"

Clothahump squinted through his glasses at the seemingly innocent cone that lay in the middle of the path.
"Y our eyes are as sharp as your tongue, river rat." Helifted his gaze to Jon-Tom. "Y ou should be
thanking your friend ingtead of shouting at him.”

"For what?' Jon-Tom was il irritated, till saw no reason for the abruptness of the otter's action. After
al, it wasonly an ordinary-

He halted in mid-thought. Hed learned little enough of thisworld in the time held been marooned init,
but one thing he had learned early on wasthat there wasllittlein it that could be defined as ordinary.

"Everybody loves pine nuts. Some o' me near relationswill do just about anything for ahandful.” Mudge
stood surveying the cone. "I've been nibblin' on ‘em mesdlf as the occason permitted. Tisafineand
‘andy snack for travelersina'urry like oursaves.”

Jon-Tom was brushing dirt from the deeves of hisindigo shirt. "What's so specia about this one?!

"The trees ‘ave their ways 0' makin' sure that at least some of the seedsthey scatter aren't disturbed by
'ungry passersby, mate, be they intelligent like mesalf or dumb like the forest browsers and yourself.”
Leaning forward, he dowly ingpected the cone from every conceivable angle before gingerly picking it up
in both hands. Turning, he showed it to the others, handling it as ddicately as ahollow egg.



Jon-Tom leaned close. "L ookslike anorma pineconeto me."

"O' courseit does, lad. 'Tis supposed to. But look ‘ere.”" He pointed with afinger, not touching the cone.
"Seethere? Thetop ring 0' seed coversismissin', wot? It didn't get knocked off in thefall, and it weren't
eaten by sometraveler. Thetree pulled it out when it dropped the cone.”

"| ill don't understand. So what?"

"So thisiswot, mate. Wot 'appensif you picksit up and triesto make ameal o' its seeds or kicksit
playful like." Heturned, drew back hisarm, and threw the cone asfar as he could over apile of

boulders.

There was a second of silence followed by a substantia explosion. Jon-Tom flinched. Orange flame
seared the sky, shadowed by black smoke. Asthe smoke began to dissipate Mudge turned to face him,

paws on hips.

"Just adiscouragin’ shock to the woul d-be seed-ester. 1t would've blown your bloomin' leg off, mate."

"1-1 didn't know, Mudge." Histhroat was dry as he stared at the fading smoke. "It's a damn good thing
the pinecones on my world aren't like that."

Mudge resumed the march, falling in step behind Clothahump and Dormas. "Oh, | expect there're some
likethat everywhere, lad.”

"No, you're wrong about thet. I've never heard of anyone being killed by an exploding pinecone.”

The otter cocked a chdlenging eye a him. "Don't you ‘ave curious folk wot goes a-travelin’ through
woods like these and never comes out again?"

"Of course we do. But they perish from hunger or thirst or snakebite or something like that. Not from
stepping on exploding pinecones.”

" 'Ow do you know, mate, if you never find 'em?”’

"Wefind mogt of them.”

The otter was persstent. "But wot about those who just up an' disappear?”

"Well, they're presumed to have falen off amountainsde or died in acave or something.”

"Hal 'Ow does you find the pieces 0' someone who's been blown to bitsin a heavily wooded area? The
scavengers would clean up wot didn't get vaporized.”

Jon-Tom lifted his eyesto stare resolutely straight ahead. "Thisisaridiculous conversation, and | refuse
to continuewith it."

"Aretherelots o' pinetreesin your world, mate? Treeslike this?"

"Mudge'-Jon-Tom sighed-"there are millions of them, and many of them have been cut down en masse
for lumber and such. | never heard of anyone being blown up while working as alogger.”



"D'you think the trees are bleedin' stupid? They know they can't ssop awholelot o' folksworkin'in
unison. So they triesto pick 'em off one a atime when nobody e seisaround to see.”

"I'm not ligening to thisanymore!™ So saying, he stepped off to one side and began picking the
occasiond ripe redberry, popping it angrily into his mouth. Thetart juice did nothing to sweeten his
disposition. A quick glance showed Clothahump smiling at him, and that made him even angrier.

Exploding pinecones! Inimical pinetrees! The whole business was absurd. Clothahump and Mudge
were having fun a his expense. There were no such mutated monstrosities on hisworld. Of course

peopl e disappeared in the forest, in places like Oregon and M ontana. People who were stupid enough to
go tramping through the wilderness al by their lonesome. They deserved to ssumble over acliff, or into an
unswvimmableriver, or . ..

To trip over an explosive pinecone?
It was too bizarre a notion to countenance.

Nonethdless, thiswas not hisworld, and he refrained from kicking any more fallen cones as they trudged
onward. Onefel from an overhanging branch, making him jump. Mudge started to giggle, stifled it, and
hid hisface when Jon-Tom threw him a murderous look. He picked the cone up and turned it over. The
top ring of seed shellswas present. Fortunately.

Hetossed it angrily aside. When he got home, held dispose of this stupid theory during hisfirgt visit to
the mountains.

Hejust wouldn't kick any conesfirst, hetold himself thoughtfully.

Evening revealed an unexpected talent on the part of their tireless packer. In addition to an acerbic wit
and strong back, it also developed that Dormas was the owner of asuperb, lilting soprano voice. Not to
mention alifetime of songs and ballads, which she proceeded to deliver to them while seated around the
fire. Enthusiastic gpplause punctuated the conclusion of the impromptu recital. The hinny looked away,
unexpectedly embarrassed.

"I don't do it often,” shetold them, "but frankly, you ot bore me, and I'd rather hear mysdlf sing than
listen to you babble."

"I'd rather listen to you sing too," Jon-Tom told her. Then he frowned. Something was not right. Not
radicaly wrong but not right, either. "Odd. | fed peculiar al of asudden.” He held up ahand. Hishand,
definitely, and yet-somehow changed.

"Another perturbation.” Sorbl spoke from his evening perch in anearby tree and he, too, did not sound
quiteright. Jon-Tom let his gaze wander around thefirelit circle.

There was Sorbl, the same and yet not. There Mudge, also somehow subtly different. What kind of
perturbation was this? And still the peculiar softness that had come over him.

Not quite like an upset somach. Something more complete, less trangtory. He couldn't quite put his
finger onit.

Then hedid put hisfinger oniit, in severd places.



"Oh, my God." He looked anxioudy up at Clothahump. "Thisis one change that better not last too long.”

"I have been taking note of the most recent ateration with agrest dedl of interest.” Thewizard's
gppearance had changed only dightly. Hisvoice, however, had undergone the same kind of shift as
Jon-Tom's. It was till penetrating, still authoritative, but an octave higher.

Moans came from Mudge and then Sorbl asthey discovered the nature of the latest outrage perpetrated
by the perambulator upon their personal redlity.

"It isnot nearly asradical achange as many we have previoudy experienced,” Clothahump camly
pointed out. " Some perturbations result in changes far more subtle than others.”

Dormas was studying her atered physiognomy intently. "Fascinating. | alwayswondered what it would
belike. Seemskind of clumsy, though. | wouldn't want it to be permanent, either.”

"The degree of change varies according to the species, of course,” the wizard reminded them all.

"Thisiswhat you cdl a'subtl€ perturbation?’ Jon-Tom barely recognized the voice that spoke as his
own.

There was nothing complex or indeterminate about this latest perturbation. The effects were quite clear.
Each and every one of them had shifted sex. Without warning the hopeful expedition had become a
quartet of ladies accompanied by asinglemale.

"When'sit goin' to change back?' Mudge was moaning. Squeaking, rather, in hisnew, highvoice. " Tis
only another temporary change. Ain't that right, Y our Sorcerership?'

"Thereisno way of telling how long this particular perturbation will last, Mudge. Noway at dl.”
Jon-Tom noted that the pattern of red on his shell had changed to adistinctive mauve.

"It bloody well better not last long. Damn lucky we ain't in Ospenspri. | couldn't show meface, |
couldnt.”

"'Something wrong with being femae, water rat?' said Dormasin atonethat wasal stalion.

Jon-Tom tried to ignore his own voice as he explained. "Y ou'd have to know Mudge better to
understand what he's going through right now, Dormeas. I'm afraid this particular metamorphosis has hit
him harder than any of us”

"Comeon, Your Lordship." The otter was pleading with Clothahump. "We saw wot you did back in
Ospenspri, changin' that black cloud an' al. Couldn't you work just awee bit o' magic and put us right? |
don't know as'ow | can 'andle thisfor very long. I've aweak congtitution, | do."

"Itisnot alife- or even Situation-threatening perturbation,” Clothahump declared formdly. "Hardly worth
the danger entailed by a serious conjuration. Y ou will just have to be patient, like the rest of us, and wait
for the change back to occur naturally.”

"Aye, but wot if it don't? Wot if it takes days, or even weeks? Cor, | can't stay like thisfor weeks." He
turned on Jon-Tom. "Wot say, mate? Use your duar there to sing us a change-back song, will you? Just
onelittle ditty?"



"I'm no more comfortable in this guise than you are, Mudge, but | agree with Clothahump. It's not worth
chancing any dangerous spells.” A sudden thought had him grinning. " Just St back and enjoy the

fire-beautiful "

Mudge didn't find the suggestion funny. "L ook, mate, ajoke'sajoke, but thisain't amuain'.”
"Amusing? I'd say it's more like poetic justice. Who says fate has no sense of humor?"
"I'm warning you, you skinny ape. Weatchit or I'll-"

"Or you'll what? Scratch my eyes out?"

The otter growled and yanked his hat down sharply over hisears (or wasit her ears?). His hat had
changed aong with his more persond accessories. Just as Jon-Tom's had. Actualy, he thought the dress

he was now clad in rather attractive.

Itistruly agtonishing, he told himsdlf, the Stuations that asense of humor can carry one through.

The effects of the perturbation were most obviousin Mudge and himsdlf, for in Clothahump, Sorbl, and
Dormas's species, the differencesin appearance between mae and fema e were not nearly so striking.
Mudge continued to try to retreat into his hat, which had turned into afrilly broad-brimmed chapeau that

might have been borrowed from some petite southern belle,

"Please do somethin'," the otter whined, in atone so pitiful Jon-Tom was moved to ook hopefully at
Clothahump.

"l could try, Sir. It might be agood ideafor me to make astab at reversing the effects of one of these
shiftswhen the change involved isn't quite as severe asit might be.”

Thewizard looked thoughtful. "Very well, my boy. But do be careful. It isnot inconceivable that a badly
thrown spell might make thingsworse."

" 'Ow could things be any worse?' Mudge wanted to know. "Wot could be worse than this?*
"Y ou redly can be extraordinarily insulting, you know," Dormastold him.

"Right now I'm just extraordinarily miserable, lass-or isit to besr?’

"I don't know mysdf," she murmured. "L et's see what your spellsinger can do about it.”

Jon-Tom took histime preparing and choosing, keeping Clothahump's warning in mind. Hetried to use
songs by both the most masculine and feminine performers he could think of, ended up dternating lyrics
by good old Elvis P. with some hot flashes by Tina Turner. The result left something to be desired

musicaly but gpparently not magicaly.

"There," he said with asigh, as he cleared histhroat and put his duar aside. It had been funto sing
soprano for awhile, but he was glad to have his own voice back, though not as glad as Mudge. Once the
otter discovered that he was indeed himself again, he bounded from his position by Sorbl's tree and
danced frenziedly around the fire. Only exhaugtion finaly brought him to a halt.

' Tisatrue abomination wot's forcin' this poor perambulator to wreak such obscene havoc. Il



personaly put 'im out of ‘ismisery when | see'isrotten face, | will."

"| personally hopeit isthat easy,” Clothahump commented quietly. "Now | suggest that we retire, early
asit may be. Wewill need al our reservesin the event the morrow brings fresh surprises. The next
perturbation may require even stronger magic to counter.”

Asclose asthe wizard ever came to complimenting him, Jon-Tom thought sourly. He'd expected nothing
more. He was right about getting some serious deep, though. Jon-Tom put his duar aside, wrapped
himsdf up in hislizard-skin cape, and rolled over. Mudge was laying out his own bedroll. Jon-Tom
gmiled & him.

"Good night, you cutelittle pinch of fluff, you."

The otter glanced at him sharply. " ‘Ow'd you like to try sngin' without your front teeth, mate?' He
flopped down in ahuff, turned away from thetal young human.

Morning provided a powerful reminder that serious perturbations could take place as dramaticaly while
they dept aswhile they were awake. The indifference of deep offered no escape.

Ingtinctively he reached for hisduar. Not only was the instrument missing, he discovered that he had
nothing to reach with. Hetried to St up and found to his considerable confusion that he had nothing to Sit
up with, ether.

No amount of bewilderment could mask the fact that this was the most radical perturbation they'd yet
suffered.

Around him the air was murky, thick, and cloying. Hetried to see through it and felt hisvison dide. It
was asif hiseyeswereratling around loose inside his head. Shoving down the panic he felt, he struggled
to get hold of himsdlf. At least he could still see, eveniif only in shades of black and white. He could not
make out any colors. Or perhaps, he told himself, he could make out colors and there were none to see.

The sky overhead was a pale, reflective white. Surrounding him were dark gray trees. That was when he
saw the monster and recoiled from it. At the same time the monster shrank back from something unseen,
and Jon-Tom redlized it was cowering away from him.

There were other mongters around, and every one of them appeared petrified by the sight of its
neighbor. Jon-Tom began to wonder what he looked like.

Along with color vison held logt any sense of smell. He could still hear clearly, though. Just as he could
hear the sound of his own body moving forward. The sound was not pleasant. It implied ameans of
locomoation involving something far less sophigticated than legs.

Thistime the perturbation had not merely knocked redlity askew, it had turned it inside out. Heretofore
the perambul ator's changes had made some sense, but this current transformation made no sense at dl.
Had it begun to draw upon its captor'sinsanity?

He struggled to form words. "' Can anyone understand me?"
"l can." The gross form that replied was more incongruous than repugnant in appearance. It did not seem

an appropriate home for someone as lithe and swift as Mudge, but it was Mudge's voice that spoke to
him. Directly, through some unknown variety of thought transference. Neither the Mudge-shape nor



Jon-Tom nor any of the other monsters possessed anything recognizable as amouth.

Clothahump spoke up, and then Sorbl and Dormas. Transformed as they were by the unaccountable, al
were accounted for. Dormas was the biggest of the five, Sorbl the smallest. The perturbation had stuck
to thelawsfor transformation of mass. It seemed that some rules till applied.

Excepting differencesin size, they dl looked pretty much like each other: bloated, colorless blobs of
gelatinous protoplasm drifting in adightly less dense fluid. Smaler shapes and outlineswere visblewithin
their own bodies. Their shiny epidermi were in constant motion.

Giant sngle-celled entities, mutated amoebas-Jon-Tom didn't know enough to be certain exactly what
they'd become, but he was glad of what little biology he'd been forced to take.

"Thisismogt disconcerting,” murmured Clothahump voicelesdy. "1 wonder how limited our present
range of movement is." He extruded a pseudopod and tried to grip something floating through the liquid.
Thisled to the discovery that they could change their positions by shifting their interna mass. It would
have upset Jon-Tom's sscomach if hed had one. Instead he suffered afaint mental nausea.

"What isthis? What've we turned into?' the Dormas-shape wanted to know.
"My experience does not extend to acquai ntance with such shapelessness,”" Clothahump told her.

"Well, minedoes." All light-sensing organelles turned to Jon-Tom. "Weve been turned into something
like amoebas, only much larger and far more complex. Just as an example, we're still capable of higher

thought."

"That'sdl right, mate," said the Mudge-mass. "WEell al shift back to oursavesin aminute or two. Aint
that right, Y our Blobship?!

"| certainly hope s0." He glanced around. "Our supplies appear to have vanished. This has not happened
during any of the previous perturbations.”

It struck Jon-Tom then that his appraisa of their current Situation was more accurate than hed first
imagined.

"Our supplies haven't disappeared. They'reright here, al around us. We just can't seethemin our
present states. See, we don't resemble microscopic organisms. Weve become microscopic organisms.
Weve shrunk.” He gestured with a pseudopod. "Those boulders over there are probably nothing more
than grains of sand, those trees microscopic lichen or something. A light breeze could scetter us, blow us
away. It'sagood thing we decided to deep in a protected glade.”

"How can something so small be capable of thought and speech?' Dormas asked him.

"How should I know? I'm no expert on the ramifications of perturbations. Who says they haveto be
logical, anyway?*

"The danger is apparent,” said Clothahump grimly. "We cannot wait passively for our return. We must
try to do something. But my potions are elsewhere, and | have not the faintest notion of how to begin.”

"How about a spellsong, Jon-Tom?" Sorbl asked him.



"1 need my duar, Sorbl. Y ou know that."
"Can't you just try without it?'
He sghed, and it washed through his entire body. "It'd just be awaste of time and energy."”

"Perhaps not." Jon-Tom could fed the wizard's attention on him. " Since you have no duar on which to
accompany yoursdlf, you must try to fashion one.”

Jon-Tom let his smplified gaze roam through their oleaginous surroundings. "Out of what? Thereésno
wood here, nothing to fashion strings from. Even if | could rig a crude sort of duar, | couldn't play it."

"Why not?" Sorbl wondered.

"Because 'eain't got no fingers, featherbrain,” Mudgetold him.
"That need not hold him back," said Clothahump thoughtfully.
"Y ou could spellsing up aduar, mate, if you 'ad aduar.”
"What do you mean, it needn't hold me back, sr?’

By way of reply Clothahump twisted a section of himsdlf into an intricate figure eight. " Our present
bodies are extraordinarily flexible. They can be stretched into any possible shape.”

"Oh, | see. Eveninto fingers."

"No, my boy. Not only into fingers. Into aduar itself."
"That'simpossble”

"That word isan obsesson with you. Try."

Jon-Tom shrugged, felt aportion of himself ripple. "Why not? It's better than Sitting here waiting to be
blown or washed away."

How does one go about becoming the instrument oneis used to playing? He fought to conjure up a
concreteimage in hismind. Strings like so, resonance chamber so, measurements such and such-just
thinking about it hurt his mind. When he had the mentd picture refined to his satisfaction, he began to
twigt, to contort, to strain.

It was not only difficult, it was painful. But he kept a it, readjusting histissues, polishing his exterior, until
to hisvery consderable surprise he had molded himsdlf into afamiliar shape composed of gleaming
gelatinous materid.

A song now, he mused. Something appropriate to their situation, something suitable for changing shape
and volume. Y es, Paul Williams should work. He began to sing, and to play himself.

The notes didn't sound quite right, nor did hisvoice, but he persisted. Distortion was only to be expected
under the circumstances. It till seemed awaste of time, until something vast and glowing could be seen
coming toward them. It was an enormous lambent shape, like asmal sun, though within thelight he



thought he could make out the dim outline of something amost famiiliar.

Dormas shrank away from it, and Mudge and Sorbl tried to flee. As Jon-Tom played on, only
Clothahump held his position. For he recognized it immediately. Its appearance was not only proof that
Jon-Tom's spellsinging was working, but of the true Size to which they'd been reduced.

"Stay," he ordered the others. "It is quite harmless. It is only agneechee.”

A single gneechee, those can't-be-seen specks of light that were so much more. They were attracted to
active magic, and this one had sought them out to cavort in the echoes of Jon-Tom's spellsinging.

As he played himself on, the eerie wail became readl music. Hefound that regardless of the results, he
was enjoying himsdf. It isonething to play an insrument well enough to fed itisapart of you. It'squite
another to makeit dl of you.

As he sang on, played on, the sky began to lighten. From aliquid tranducence it brightened to yellow,
thefirg true color held been able to perceive since the perturbation. The yellow intensified to gold. The
sun seemed to be coming straight toward them. Not the gneechee thistime but the bright, glowing orb
that warmed the world: the true sun.

The by-now familiar menta snap, amoment of complete disorientation, and he staggered momentarily as
he fought for balance, clutching with one hand a the duar hanging from his neck and at arock with the
other.

Back again.

A single bright spot of light vanished from the comer of hisvision. He bid aslent farewell to the
gneechee, hoping it had enjoyed the concert. Music rang through his brain, reverberated the length and
breadth of hisbody. These aftereffects of the perturbation and histime as an instrument did not linger
long, for which he was sorry. Not every perturbation made you fed lost or ill. He had been granted afew
momentsto live the musician's dream. From now on he would only be able to live up to those moments
of musgica epiphany in hismemory.

Around them the forest stood sillent sentindl, ssemingly unchanged. Before him he saw their campsite and
supplies.

Clothahump lay on hisback, kicking violently and attempting to right himself. Mudge sat on arock,
grasping at various parts of hisbody asif to reassure himself of hisrestored solidity. Dormas lay prone on
thefar sde of the fire. She quickly rolled onto her knees and stood. Once more capable of flight, a
relieved Sorbl took to the air to scan the woods surrounding them, darting in tight, happy circles
overhead, whigtling the defiant cry of hisclan.

Clothahump barked an order at Jon-Tom, sngpping him out of hisrapidly fading chordd reverie. "Don't
just stand there gaping, my boy! Give meahand. I'd turn mysdlf, but | fear the transformation has
weskened me morethan | first thought.”

Lazy, Jon-Tom thought. The turtle was perfectly capable of standing by himsalf. But he put his duar
aside and, together, he and Mudge stood the wizard back on hisfest.

"A bad one, that," Clothahump commented. "1 should not have enjoyed continuing through life without a
skeleton.



Mudge settled himsdf back on histree. "Y ou're right. Theré's worse things than goin' through a change
0 sex. At least you look like somethin'. Me, | could use agood tiff one.™

"Under the circumstances, | believe we could dl do with adrink.” He waddled toward their packs. "Will
you join us, Dormas?’

"Under the circumstances, you bet your shell-shocked ass | will."

The bottle was passed around, and when each of them had spped from the same opening, shared the
same liquor, the feding of areal bond between them was stronger than ever.

"I'll just repack it for you, Master.” Sorbl tried hard but failed to completely mask the eagernessin his
voice.

"l will manage." The wizard fumbled with the carton from which held extracted the bottle. "Otherwise we
will not have the advantage of your excellent eyesight for very long. We may need it the next timethis

happens.”
"Y ou're sure ther€lll be anext time soon?" Jon-Tom inquired.

"I did not mention afrequency. Thereisno way of predicting the perambulator's perturbations. We
could suffer three or four in asingle day and then go for weeks without incurring anything more upsetting
than momentarily blurred vison. One of the few certainties about a perambulator isits uncertainty. One
can no more predict the frequency of occurrence than one can the severity. Truly it ismost unsettling.”

"Tisfreakin' weird iswot it is, guv'nor!" Mudge did down atop his bedroll and put apaw to his
forehead. "All of asudden | fed like | ate somethin’ with little green things growin’ out of it."

Jon-Tom would have grinned, except for the discovery that his own stomach was doing flip-flops. Sure
enough, al of his companions were suffering smilar dysenteric effects. Dormas was trembling on her feet.

Looking nonetoo hedthy himself, Clothahump was studying each of theminturn. "Yes, |, too, am
experiencing the symptoms of an unpleasant internd disorder.” He winced, closing hiseyesbriefly. "It
appears to be devel oping with extraordinary rapidity, for which we may find reason to be grateful .”

" Another-perturbation aready?' Jon-Tom groaned.

"No, | think not. Rather, the aftereffects. The minuscule crestures we became, it seems, were not entirely
harmless. Asyou may recdl, each was dightly different in Size and appearance from the other.”

"Y ou think they're causing the painswe're feding now? That they were disease-causng organisms?’
Jon-Tom wondered aoud.

Thewizard sat down very carefully. "We did not notice this at the time because adisease is most
unlikely to generate its own symptomswithin itsalf. Now it is different. We have each of us becomethe
disease that we were."

Jon-Tom's stomach settled even as he felt beads of sweat start from his forehead. First upset, then fever.
At least whatever it was they had contracted was moving through their bodies with unnatural speed. He
glanced over at Mudge.



"How about you? My stomach's okay now, but I'm bum-ing up.”
"Nofever inme, | thinks, mate," replied the otter. "Troubleis, I've developed this bloody itch.”
"That'stoo bad. Where?'

"I'd rather not get too specific, mate." He looked to his|eft, to where Sorbl was landing unceremonioudy
in the bushes. Unpleasant bodily noises soon reached them.

Emulating Clothahump, Jon-Tom took a seat. Since thiswasn't a perturbation but merely the aftereffects
of one, it should pass soon enough. He might have tried to spellsing them back to hedlth, but he didn't
want to push hisluck. Besdeswhich, he didn't fedl very much like singing just then.

From what little he could tell, Dormas appeared to be suffering from an unbedievably accelerated case of
hoof-in-mouth. Clothahump was now blowing his nose nonstop and giving every indication of trying to
ride out asevere cold. He stared across at Jon-Tom through suddenly swollen eyes.

"How interesting. Red blotches are beginning to appear on your-on your-achoo! -face.”

"Meades." Jon-Tom swallowed, wiping swest from hisbrow. "I never had the meades. Thisisn't so bad
after dl. I'll have them and be done with them permanently in aday or so instead of a couple of weeks.
How about that? We findly get something beneficia out of a perturbation.”

"Dont try to tell that to Sorbl." The wizard nodded toward the trees behind Jon-Tom. From within the
brush pitiful retching sounds dternated with less pleasant ones.

"Too bad." Of them all, Mudge appeared the least affected by his persona infection. "Needsto lead a
‘edthier life, the poor sod.”

"I have not had acold in sometime," observed Clothahump. "And you say you have never had these
meades before?" Jon-Tom nodded. "It appears then that each of us has contracted something new to our
systems, or at the very least something which we have have not experienced in sometime.”

"Blimey, youd think you weredl dyin', wot with dl this sneezin' and swestin’ and pukin' an' dl. Wot you
chaps need is" He hdted in mid-sentence and his eyes got very wide. Abruptly he bent over and
grabbed his crotch with both paws. The reason for his earlier reluctance to identify the location of hisitch
was now apparent.

Clothahump studied the bent-over otter sudioudy as he blew his nostrilsfor the fortieth time. "A new
and particularly virulent strain, | should say.”

"Of what?' Jon-Tom touched his cheek with one hand, felt the hest.

"Difficult to say. Gonorrhea, perhaps, or something even less comfiting." The otter wasrolling around on
the ground and moaning while he clutched at his privates. Since the diseases they had contracted were
moving with exceptiond rapidity through their bodies, each of them was suffering the cumulative effects of
hisor her respective infection. None was more discomforting than the otter's.

"Itantfar," hewasshouting a aviciousfate, "itan't far!"



"Nothing the perambulator doesisfar, Mudge."
"It can't be. | mean, everyone's been clean wot I've been with the 'ole bloomin' year."
"Doesn't mean anything to a perturbation,” Jon-Tom told him sympathetically.

Breathing hard, the otter at |last rolled to a stop. Sitting up, he pulled down his shorts and commenced to
examine himsdlf in detail. "Blimey, you don't think therell be any permanent effects, do you, mate?"

"Mudge, | have noidea. | hopethat I'm going to be immune to meades from now on, but I've no way of
knowing for sure. None of usdo.”

Clothahump adjusted his glasses, blew his nose yet again, and murmured, "Poetic justice.”

Mudge's head snapped around, and he glared at the turtle, barely suppressing the frustration and fury he
felt. "If we didn't absolutely need you to straighten out this rotten messthe world ‘as got itself into, Y our
Wizardshit, it would give me the greatest pleasure to knock your bloody smug face down into your

bloody arse.”

"I did not make the comment out of acasua desireto provoke." Clothahump was not in the least
concerned with the otter'sthredt. "I have had occasion to notice, water rat, that you are agreat one for
laughing at the misfortunes of others. But when it isyour own person that isinvolved in disquieting
circumstances, your sense of humor absentsitself.”

"Don't betoo hard on him," Jon-Tom requested. "Redlly, sir. There's nothing funny about venered
disease. Why, it could cause shriveling and complete ruination of his-"

Mudge let out acry of despair and fell over on hisside.

Vil

They recovered from their assorted infections by the following midday. Jon-Tom had suffered and been
done with a severe case of meadesin less than twenty-four hours. Clothahump's cold had left him, and
Sorbl no longer had to vanish into the bushes every five minutes. Having contracted the most serious
disease of dl, Dormas wasthe last to recover. None of them had any permanent damage to show for
their respective bouts.

Mudge was asfit as any of them, having been fully restored to hedlth. That didn't kegp him from taking
occasiond peeksat himsalf when he thought no one was looking.

"Relax, Mudge," Jon-Tom told him. "It'sal over. Pretend it never happened. Were as healthy aswe
werethe day before last. There are no aftereffects.”

"Bloody well better not be." He was helping Dormas adjust her load. "If that blasted perambul ator
baiter's'urt melovelife, I'll diceMm for astew.”



"I'm sure you're none the worse for wear, Mudge. Everyone eseis hedthy again. Y ou must betoo."

"Wdll-on close inspection she dl appearsto beinworkin' order, but | ain't redly in aposition to find out
for sure. Onething's certain: I'm goin' to take'er dow an' easy at first."

Jon-Tom nodded approvingly. "Thataboy. It wouldn't hurt you to reinin your profligate life-style alittle,
anywey."

"Y ou may beright, mate." Mudge dipped hislongbow over his shoulders. Then he raised one paw, put
the other one over his heart, and solemnly intoned, "No more orgies. No more adifferent lady every
night. By the digger of dens, | swear this. I'm goin'’ to cut down.”

"It was worth the troubleif it made anew otter out of you. There's nothing wrong with seeking pleasure
in moderation for achange, you know."

"Aye, mate. It made me seethelight, that bloomin' infection did. I've donewot | pleased lo these many
yearswithout 'avin' a care to wot | might be doin' to me body. Tistime for abit more maturity. If | Sart
watchin' mesdlf, maybe I'll never ‘aveto suffer with that kind o' Scknessfor red.” He shouldered hisown
small backpack and started briskly up the narrow gametrail they'd been following.

"Much asit'sgoin'to 'urt,” he muttered. "I guessI'll ‘ave to restrict mesdlf to adifferent lady every other
night.”"

Clothahump was shaking his head as he waddled off in the otter's wake. "Incorrigible, asare most of his
kind. Y ou can try your best, my boy, but water rats are unreformable.”

Jon-Tom fdl into step dongside him, keeping his strides short to match the wizard's. ™Y ou can't expect
him to turn into achurch mouse overnight, sr."

"| expect him to turn into a desiccated corpse one night iswhat | expect. But keep trying. Far beit from
me to dampen your enthusiasm.”

"Y ou may beright, Sir, but keep trying | will." Helet his eyes shift forward. Mudge was leading the way,
those bright black eyes darting | eft and right, missing nothing. He was whistling cheerfully.

At least héll die happy, Jon-Tom mused. And who was he, unwilling visitor from another place and time,
to criticize? Thisworld had aready forced him to relinquish many long-held mora precepts. He would
never degenerate to the otter's level, of course, but neither was he the same person held been when
Clothahump had mistakenly brought him over. Nor could he exactly be caled pure, having enjoyed a
joint on occasion and spent more than hisfair share of study time trying to focus his roommeate's
binoculars on the girls dormitory acrossthe way from their gpartment.

So who was he to judge Mudge? At least the otter knew how to have fun. Jon-Tom had to work at it. It
wasthe lawyer in him. He was too restrained, too much in control of himsalf. Maybe one day Mudge
would be able to show him how to redly let go.

Y ou worry too much, that's one of your problems, hetold himsdlf. Like right now, you're worrying about
worrying too much.

Angrily he kicked at arock (making certain it was not a pinecone) and tried to think of something else.



Nothing was more frustrating than arguing with yoursdlf and losing.

Asif doing penancefor al the troubleit had caused recently, the perambulator did not trouble them for
sometime. They marched on, climbing steadily across the plateau, unaffected by discombobulating
didocations, save for afew minor ones. Jon-Tom spent one morning trying to adjust to being suddenly
|eft-handed, while one evening Mudge's fur turned pure silver. Not silver-colored, but solid strands of
metallic slver. He was bitterly disappointed when he changed back before he could give himsdf ashave.

At the same time Dormas was transformed into a glorioudy hued palomino, Jon-Tom acquired the skin
tone of aPolynesian, and Sorbl's brown-and-gray feathersal turned to gold. It was areminder,
Clothahump declared, that not al the perambulator's perturbations need necessarily have harmful
consequences. Jon-Tom was disappointed when his artificial tan vanished aong with the rest of the
changes. It would have stood him in good stead at the beach.

He'd managed to use his spellsinging to help relieve the discomforts of certain perturbations. What he
needed now was a song that would enable him to make the effects of salected perturbations permanent.
Like his briefly acquired tan, for example. It would be nice if he could figure out how to freeze a
perturbation that added forty pounds of muscle to his upper body or raised his1Q a hundred points.

It gave him something to concentrate on asthey continued their climb. Eventudly he broached the idea
to Clothahump.

"A dangerous proposition, my boy. Particularly when one takes into account the notorious inaccuracy of
your Spdlsnging.”

"Y oull have to come up with something besdesthat if you're going to stop me from trying, Sir.”

Thewizard sighed. "I do not doubt it. Congider this, then: Instead of perpetuating abenign
perturbation-you could not merdly ater its effect with your spellsinging-you could transform it into
something terrible and uncontrolled.”

"But think of the possibilities, gr, if it could be doneright! For example, suppose we were to be struck
by a perturbation that took a hundred years off your life?Y ou could be young again, physically aswell as
mentaly vigorous."

"To be granted another hundred years of activity, thet istempting, my boy. Yes, tempting. To acertain
extent we can prolong life, but we cannot restore what has aready been used. But a perturbation-yes, a
perturbation could possibly accomplish that.” It appeared to Jon-Tom asif the wizard was growing
dightly misty-eyed behind his sx-sded spectacles.

"Certainly it would be worth considering. Sadly, you youngsters tend not to take the time to balance
possible gainswith probable risks. Think about it, though, if it pleasesyou.”

Jon-Tom did so, enthusiastically at first and then with more and more caution. There was only one
problem with a perturbation that would take a hundred years off the wizard'slife. It would also make
Jon-Tom seventy-four yearsless than being born, adifficult position from which to rescue oneself.
Maybe trying to make the effects of a perturbation permanent wasn't such agood idea after all. It wasn't
long before he dropped the once-promising idea completely. The perambulator was dangerous because
it monkeyed with redity. Monkeying with the monkey, he decided, could be more dangerous till.

Thoughts of freezing the perambulator's effects were soon replaced by thoughts of freezing things closer



to home. They were well to the north of even Ospenspri by now. The nights had become very cold, but
the sunlit days were il quite tolerable. Winter was till severa weeks away from wrapping the northern
portions of the warmlandsin a blanket of white.

The chill did not trouble the thickly furred Mudge or the heavily feathered (and well-lubricated) Sorbl.
Nor did it appear to bother Dormas. But both Jon-Tom and Clothahump were warm-weather types.
They could cope with the late fall weather but not with snow and ice.

The extent of Clothahump's concern for the weather was indicated by the fact that hedluded to it a
least once aday. "We must find and rel ease the perambulator soon, or winter will trap us here on the
plateau. | am not anxious to save theworld, only to freeze to desth as aresult of doing s0."

"Well makeit," Jon-Tom assured him confidently. "If we run into any serious weether on the way out,
Dormas can carry us. Remember, her contract stipulates that her ban againgt riders doesn't include the
injured or incapacitated.”

"Shewould still require assistance in finding her way back down the plateau.”

"Sorbl can guide her."

Thewizard let out asnort of derison. "l would not trust my famulus to guide me to the bathroom.”
"All right, then, Mudge could do it."

Clothahump glanced a Mudge, who was blissfully whistling away, cracking nuts on aflat boulder with a
fist-sized chunk of granite. Then he looked back at Jon-Tom.

"l am glad that after al you have been through these past months, you il retain your unique sense of
humor.”

"I know that sometimes Mudge actslike lessthan theideal companion, but if it camedownto ared
life-or-death situation, I'm sure he'd be there to help me. He's demonstrated that he's prepared to do that
on severa previous occasions.”

"Whichisno indication that he hasn't experienced a change of heart,” the wizard argued. "I think your
confidenceis badly misplaced, my boy."

"Well, | disagree. Mudge and | understand each other.” He turned and raised hisvoice. "Don't we,
Mudge?'

The otter looked up, ostentatioudy chewing the fruits of hislabors, and eyed the tall young man
quizzicdly. "Don't we waot, mate?"

"Understand one another. | wasjust telling Clothahump that if | fell down to diein the snow, you'd drag
or carry meto safety.”

"Why, o' course | would! Wot are matesfor if they can't depend on one another? 1'd pull you until the
soleswore out 0' me boots an' me "ands were raw an' bleedin’ from the effort o' draggin' your oversize
skinny carcass back to civilization. 1'd get you to warmth and nurain’ a the risk o' me own life. I'd haul
and haul until-"



"Don't overdo it, Mudge."
"Right, mate." The otter turned back to his remaining unopened victuas.
"You see?" Jon-Tom told the wizard. Clothahump smiled back at him.
"And, of course, the otter has never lied to you."
"Oh, he'sfudged the truth alittle now and then, but when the chips are down, Mudgeisup.”
"Hmph! Up and away, | should say."

Silencetook up astance between them. Just aswell, or Jon-Tom might have said something
disrespectful to the old magic-maker. Of course, Mudge meant what he said! He was afaithful
companion and good friend. He found himself glancing ever so surreptitioudy in the otter's direction and
was ashamed to confess that Clothahump's pessmism had started him to thinking unflattering thoughts
about the otter.

Hefinished his cup of teaangrily.

The following morning revealed a northern landscape filled with towering, snow-clad pesks. Jon-Tom
stared at the precipitous crags, asked dubioudly, "We're not going to have to go up into that, are we?"

Clothahump shaded his eyes as he considered the terrain confronting them. "I don't know, my boy. |

have traced the perambulator thisfar, but it isdifficult to ascertain itslocation with absolute precision. We
can only continueto follow the line that lies between it and the hometree. | only hopeitsprisonis
accessbletous”

"And wot if sheain't, guv'nor?" Mudge was more surefooted than any of them, but even he had no
stomach for chalenging the mountainsthat lay in front of them. "We turn back for ‘ome an' 'ope that
everything turns out for the best?"

"Nothing turns out for the best, my furry friend, unlessyou strive to makeit do so. Hopeisno
subdtitution for hard work. Wherever the perambulator is being held, that iswhere we must go.
Somehow." He led them onward.

Those towering pesks and sheer granite walls till lay along way ahead of them. It was possible that
they would encounter the perambulator and its captor long before any real climbing was necessary.
Everyone hoped so. Jon-Tom could only gaze on the wizard with new admiration. While everyone was
complaining about the possibility that they might have to do some difficult climbing, no one had remarked
on thefact that of them dl, Clothahump was the least equipped to do so.

Severd days more brought no sign that they were any closer to their god, but it did present them with a
new challenge: fog. No more than ever they had to rely on Clothahump to guide them, for in the thick,
cloying grayness Sorbl could not fly and scout out the easiest path ahead.

Mudge sniffed endlesdy, nervoudly, at the damp, moist air. "Never did care much for thisstuff. There's
them that think it romantic. Me, | saysthat'stallywabble. 'Ow's a person supposed to watch out for
imsdf inthisgray crap?'



"Reminds me of movies|'ve seen of the Golden Gate, in San Francisco.”

That piqued the otter'sinterest and raised his spiritsaswell. "A gate made out o' gold! That'sthe first
reference you've made to your world that interests me, mate. Maybe she ain't asbad aplaceto live as

you makeit out to be."

"Sorry to disappoint you, but the gate I'm referring to isn't made out of gold. That'sjust aname given to
it because of how it looks at certain times of day."

"Oh, that'sthe case, isit? Doesn't compare to the jeweled gate of Motaria, then? Pity. Asfor Motaria,
I've'card talesthat say . . ." And he proceeded to spin the story without having to be prompted by
Jon-Tom. When hefinally ran out of words, the fog was thicker than ever.

They walked on in slence. Mudge kept sniffing the air, searching the dampness for suggestions of
possible danger, when the discordant mumbling from off to hisright findly made him search out histal

friend once more.

"Look, mate, | don't mind you practicin' your spelsingin', but 1'd be obliged if you could do it amite
more quietly.” Jon-Tom didn't look at him. He was scanning the forest, 128

what he could see of it through the fog. "I haven't been spellsinging, Mudge. In fact, | wasjust going to
ask you to be quiet.”

"Me?| ‘aven't so much as-"

"Nobody can hear themsalvesthink over dl that damned sniffing of yours. But | think | hear something
d"

Mudge frowned but stood quietly, save for oneinvoluntary sniff. His gaze narrowed dightly. "Blimey,
you'reright, mate. | 'eard bad singin' for sure, but it weren't you." Dormas had trotted over to join them.
She stood next to Jon-Tom, her nose held high to sample the air, her ears cocked dertly forward.

"I heer it, too, boys. Somekind of singing or chanting. Think | can smell something also.”

"What species?’ Clothahump's eyes and ears were neither as sharp as Mudge's nor as sensitive as
Dormass. Besideswhich, he wasfully occupied with trying to keep moisture from congealing on his
glasses. He wiped them with a cloth as he stared into the fog.

"Rodentia, | think." Dormasinhaed deeply. "Thereé's o much water in the air, it'stough to say."

"Right about that, lass. Take adeep whiff and 'tislike blowin' your nose backwards.”

Jon-Tom made aface. "Y our gift for metaphor is as .effervescent as ever, Mudge.”

"| 'opethat'sasdirty asit sounds, mate."

"More than one of them, whoever they are." The hinny's nogtrils flexed. Jon-Tom was acutely conscious
of hisolfactory inadequacies. Compared to any one of his companions, he was virtualy scent-blind.

"Any ideahow many of them there might be?' Clothahump asked her.



"Can't say. Don't matter, anyways, doesit?' She glanced down at him. "We're not headed in that
direction.”

"We cannot be certain which route we will employ to return.” Thewizard considered the tantalizing fog
thoughtfully. "I confessto curiosty. | should like to know through whose territory we have been
traveling.” Behind him, Sorbl let out agroan.

"Metoo," avowed Dormas.

Mudge eyed first the hinny, then Clothahump in disbelief. "Wot's with you two? Remember, curiosity
killed the cat."

"Not anybody | know." Dormas started into the trees, dropped her head to sniff the damp ground ahead
of them.

"We are far from Ospenspri, far north of any civilized town." Clothahump put his glasses back on his
beak. They immediately began to fog up again. "There can, however, be habitation without civilization. |
have heard many tales of the wild tribesthat are said to infest these infrequently visited north woods. It
would be useful to obtain some firsthand knowledge of their ways.”

"Why don't you just read a bleedin’ book about ‘em, guv'nor?"

"Thereislittle to read, my water-loving fuzz-brain." The wizard moved to follow in Dormasswake.
"Few explorers come thisway. They prefer the warmlands or the tropics. We have a unique opportunity
here"

"Aye, to become some shithead rat's dinner.” Mudge looked up a Jon-Tom. "Y ou seethewisdomin
me words, don't you, lad?’

"| seethat wisdom isnot gained without risks." Clothahump smiled gpprovingly at him. "Sorry, Mudge.”
He stepped forward to join the other two.

"You'reall bloody fools-not that that's the surprise o' the year.” The frustrated otter folded hisarmsand
held his ground. Wheat redlly made him angry was that they wereignoring him. He didn't mind being
screamed &, yelled at, or insulted, but when those whose opinion differed from his acted as though he
didn't exist, he wanted to stab something. Given his present company, however, even that release was
denied to him. Hisknife couldn't dent Clothahump's shell, Jon-Tom would sense him coming, and
Dormass arse was too high.

So he drew his short sword and relieved some of hisfrustration by hacking a nearby bush to pieces.

Jon-Tom, Dormas, and Clothahump continued to ignore their apoplectic companion. They weretoo
busy trying to identify the source of the mysterious, eerie chanting that floated through the woods. It
seemed asif it were being carried along by thefog itsdlf, rising and faling, the cadence didtinctive, the
words unrecognizable.

"An ancient language,” the wizard commented, " doubtless handed down from chanter to chanter. It may
be that those who sing no longer know the meaning of the words but continue to recite them because
they believe they have power."

Jon-Tom was no linguist, but even he could sense the age of the chants. They seemed to consst largely



of grunts and groans, of the kinds of sounds animalswould make: animalsincapable of reason and
gpeech and higher thought. A triba legacy retained from a precivilized past. No wonder Clothahump was
interested in the people who would make such sounds. He glanced back over a shoulder.

"Mudge, youre the best st ker among us. Why don't you lead the way?"

Having demolished the bush and returned his sap-stained sword to its scabbard, the otter resolutely
turned his back on them. "Not me, guv'nor. Go stick your neck into the pot if you want to, but I'm stayin'
‘ere.

"Leavethewater rat be" Clothahump told histal human charge. "We shall advance without him. If
naught else, our gpproach will be quieter. Dormas, can you gill smell them?”

"Faintly. It'll get sronger aswe get closer. Maybe thisdamn fog will lift alittletoo.”

They started forward. Sorbl rose from his perch to settle on the top of Dormas's pack. Mudge looked at
theowl in surprise.

"Sorbl? Y ou're not goin', too, mate?”
"I have no choice." The gpprentice looked back a him. "I must go where my master goes."

"Don't worry, Mudge," Jon-Tom told him. "Well be back in alittle while. Y ou can stay here and guard
the campsite”

"Wot? All by mesdlf?' The otter gazed warily into the impenetrable, claustrophobic fog. He made a
growling sound in histhroat as he spoke to Jon-Tom. ™Y ou think you're bloomin' clever, don't you, you
‘airless son of an gpe? Y ou know | ain't likely to squat ‘ere on me fundament in this stinkin' fog without
anyone to watch me back."

"Frankly | don't care what you do, you spindess offspring of a cottonmouth, but if you're coming with
us, get up here and make yourself useful .

Having concluded this exchange of pleasantries and having reavowed their undying friendship, Mudge
joined Jon-Tom in leading the way. In fact, the otter took the lead, professing adesire to keep asfar
from histal friend aspossible.

Clothahump looked approvingly at hisguest. "Y ou are learning, my boy, that words are more useful than
wegpons.”

"What do you expect from somebody in law school ? 1've known Mudge long enough to know what
buttons to push. He would've come dong, anyway. He just likes to make it look like he's been forced.”

"Don't betoo sure of your ability to manipulate him. Otters are an unpredictable lot. One thing | would
never count onisfor himto act in apredictable fashion.”

"Overconfidence on my part where Mudge is concerned isn't something you need to worry yoursdlf
about, Sr.”

They ascended agentle dope, crossed aravine, and climbed the heavily wooded far sde. Asthey
neared the crest of the ridge the chanting grew much louder. In addition to the voices they could now



make out the sounds produced by individua drums, reed flutes, and something that sounded like an
acerbic tambourine. Mudge motioned for silence, unnecessarily. It was clear they were very near the
source of the Snging. The time for conversation was padt. It wastimeto listen and to observe.

Then they were able to see over theridge. They found themsalves looking down into asmall valey. Set
among the trees were semipermanent angular huts fashioned of twigs, branches, and mud. Fires danced
inrock pitsin front of two or three of the buildings. Laborioudy gathered vegetation had been laid out to
dry next to the flames. Berries of many kinds, nuts, and the thin, tender heart of some unknown plant
were constantly being turned and patted clean by the females of severa species.

"l see some ground squirrels,” Jon-Tom whispered. "'l don't recogni ze the ones with the smal round
ears”

"Pikas." Clothahump was squinting through his glasses. "The big fat ones are marmots. Notice their
atire”

Regardiess of species, dl were scantily clad in primitive garments. With their thick coats of fur, none
required heavy outer clothing to protect them from the cold. Decorative skirts had been fashioned of tree
bark pounded thin and softened with water. There was an extraordinary variety of headgesar, ranging
from smple headbands to elaborate tiaras of dried seeds and animal bones.

Away from thetransitory village and off to theright, agroup of musicians sat in asemicircle pounding or
tootling or rattling their instruments. Seated in the semicircle opposing them were the chanters. These
included al the senior males. They were dressed like warriors. In addition to their decorative necklaces
and rings they wore headpieces made from the bleached, hollowed-out skulls of other creatures. Nor
were dl the gruesome chapeaus fashioned from the bones of prey animals.

"Crikey," Mudge murmured in redization, "they're abloody lot o' cannibas."

In the center of the two semicircles was awooden platform surmounted by asingle post. A trio of
barbarically clad pikastended afire beneath it. They were careful not to let the flames rise high enough to
threaten the wood. The purpose of the blaze was to produce as much smoke as possible in order to
make life as diflficult as possible for the single leather-clad individua who wastied to the pole above.
Thisthe pikas achieved by feeding the flames a steady diet of damp leaves and bark.

The unfortunate prisoner was wearing snakeskin-pants and shirt, leather boots, and fingerless | eather
gloves. Brass spikes studded his clothing from the top of the short boots to the broad shoulders.
Jon-Tom was unableto tell just from looking whether these bits of metal were designed to servefor
decoration or defense. Among" some warlike people they did double duty.

Around a considerable waist the prisoner wore a brass-studded belt. A matching collar girdled his neck.
He was about four and a half feet tal, though he appeared shorter because he was bent over as much as
his bonds would permit, coughing and wheezing, unable to avoid inhaling the thick black smoke that rose
from benesth him,

A hook hammered into one corner of the platform supported alarge knapsack fashioned of the same
black leather the prisoner wore. It bulged with unseen objects. Tied to it was athin saber that was nearly
astdl asthe prisoner himself.

From timeto time alight breeze would disturb the fog long enough for the hidden spectatorsto get a
decent view of the prisoner. Hisface and large furry ears were instantly recognizable. Species



identification was as easy asit was surprising.

"Wheat's he doing here?' Jon-Tom asked of no onein particular. "1 thought koalas preferred tropica
climes. | haven't encountered one anywhere in the Bellwoods."

"They are not frequent visitorsto our part of theworld, it istrue.” Clothahump was straining for a better
view of the prisoner. "Certainly thisoneisalong way from his home, though heis not dressed improperly
for thisclimete.”

"The poor dob." Dormas sniffed sympatheticaly. "Wonder what he did to get himsdlf taken prisoner and
subjected to such treatment?”

"Probably just trespassing.” Mudge started to inch hisway backward. "Right. Weve seen enough to
satisfy any aberrant biologica curiogity. Now ‘tistimeto leave, right?”

"Wrong. Their intentions are pretty damn clear. They're going to dowly suffocate him. No one deserves
that kind of desth.”

" 'Ow do you know that, mate? Maybe this one's committed some kind o' heinous crime againgt thislot
0 savages. Maybe '€'s been fairly judged and condemned. Wot 'ave | told you about tryin' to foist your
mora precepts on other folk?' He nodded toward the encampment. "L ook at ‘ow 'e's dressed, will you?
A rough bloke for sure. Me, | saysthey deserve each other.”

"If he's guilty of some crime, 1'd like to know about it," Jon-Tom responded. "If not, we'd be moraly
derelict to let him diedowly likethat. I'd like to think apassing traveler might do as much for me

someday.”

"Not bloody likely," the otter grumbled. "I thought you'd been 'ere long enough to know better than that,
mete."

"I would very much like to know his story," Clothahump declared. "Not only how he comesto find
himsdlf in this dangerous situation but also how he comesto bein thislondly part of theworld in thefirst
place”

"That'sfine, that isl | should've stayed back at the camp.”

"Mudge, where's your concern for your fellow being?’

"In meleft 'ip pocket, where it belongs. Asfor that, those 'appy dirge drippers down there are as much
me fellows asthat armored fat bear. | ain't enamored o' their table manners, but that doesn't mean I'm

about to risk me own arseto try and rescue some other fool's."

Jon-Tom turned his attention back to the encampment. It was clear that the prisoner was rapidly
becoming too weak even to cough. "We have to do something.”

"Swell, guv. You an' old rockback ‘ere'ave astroll onin, untie the object o' your pity, an' announce to
that angdlic choair that you're sorry but the party's over and you're dl leavin' together. I'm certain they'll
understand. They'll be ddlighted-that they 'ave three carcasses for the smoker."

"Much as my curiosity-and my sense of justice, of course-draws me toward that poor unfortunate,”
Clothahump said, "the water rat does have a point. We have amuch greater responsibility. | do not see



how we can risk everything to rescue this one individud."
Jon-Tom considered along moment before replying. "Y oureright,sr. SoisMudge.”

The otter looked surprised but pleased. "About time you started showin' some o' the sense I've spent a
year poundin' into you, mate."

"We can free him without risking athing." He started to unlimber his duar.

It did not take awizard to divine Jon-Tom's intentions. "Are you sure you want to try this, my boy?
Whileitistruethat thiswill not expose usto retdiation at firt, it will not take long for those
forest-dwellersbelow to locate usif you fail.”

"Don't worry, sr. Thisongs going to beacinch." He started tuning the instrument immediately. "'I've got
it dl figured out. Mogt of the problems | have with my spellsinging come from my usudly being rushed to
come up with an appropriate song and then having to perform it before I'm completely ready. But I've
had a chance to listen to these people and to observe them. | know just what I'm going to do, and | don't
seehow | canfall.”

"Y our confidenceis reassuring and, | hope, not misplaced. Why are you so sure of yourself, my boy?'

Jon-Tom grinned a him. "Because I'm going to use their own music againgt them. I've got the basic
rhythm of that chanting down pet. I'm going to do arock version of their own hymn and add my own
words." Helet hisfingersfall acrossthe familiar strings. "It's pretty much dl two-four time. | can play riffs
off that inmy deep.”

"A fineidea, lad,” said Mudge. "I'll just meet thelot o' you back in camp, wot?' He turned and started
back the way they'd come.

"Dont mind him," Dormas said, smiling a Jon-Tom. "I have confidence in you. Go on-blow thefurry
little shitheads back into the trees."

"Well, | hopethe results aren't that severe.”" He cleared histhroat. He wanted only to free the prisoner,
not perpetrate amassacre. He launched into his own interpretation of the mass chanting below, utilizing
the duar at maximum volume and trying to sing the improvised song with as much grace and clarity asan
Ozzy Oshourne.

The reaction was ingtantaneous. Sticks froze in the air halfway to drums. The hooting of flutes and the
rattle of tambourines ceased. The chanting stopped as every eyein the valey below turned to stare up at
the twisting, gyrating figure atop theridge.

Jon-Tom had hoped that his verson of the chant would parayze the heavily armed warriors below. It
did nothing of the kind. But while the tribefolk were not mesmerized by the heavy metal chords emanating
from Jon-Tom'sinstrument, neither did they come charging up the hill brandishing their spears and clubs.

Instead they started running. Not toward the singer but away from him. In every direction. Asthey ran
they cast aside what weaponsthey held. The femaes joined them, kicking over cookpots and piles of
laborioudy gathered food.

Even the cubs scampered off infull retreat. Their wailing and crying was pitiful to hear. Thewarriors
threw away their weapons because they needed their hands-to clasp over their ears or to fold them flat



againg the tops of their heads. Within avery short time the last inhabitant of the village had vanished
among the trees. That was when anew voice rose above the silence below.

"For sanity's sake stop that horrible noise and come and untie me! Or else put a spear through my heart
and put me out of my suffering now!" The kodatried to add something more but broke down in afit of
coughing. Thefire beneaeth him was till smoldering.

Abashed, Jon-Tom halted in mid-phrase and turned to regard his companions. Apparently the prisoner
was not alonein hisagony. Mudge had falen againgt atree and was only now removing his pawsfrom
hisears. Sorbl ill had thetips of hiswings pressed to his, while poor Dormaswas gritting her teeth in
pain. Somehow she had managed to fold the ends of her own earsin on themsalves. Clothahump had
retreated completely into the relative safety of hisshell.

Now he emerged, popping legsand arms out first and his head last of al. His glasses hung askew from
his beak. He straightened them as he walked up to Jon-Tom and put ahand on the spellsinger'sarm. The
fingerswere shaking dightly.

"Do ashesays, my boy."

Jon-Tom looked out into the fog. "What if they're trying to sneak around behind us?’

"l do not believe they wish to remain anywherein theimmediate vicinity."

"Then my spdlsnging worked?'

Thewizard cleared histhroat delicately. "Let usjust say that they did not find your interpretation of their
ancient ceremonid to ther liking."

"Oh." He paused thoughtfully, then added, "Neither did the rest of you, huh?”
"It held our attention. Let usleaveit at that."
"Aye" said Mudge loudly, "like 'avin' an anvil dropped on your "ead.”

"The combination of an extremely primitive rhythmic line combined with what you refer to asyour variety
of contemporary music as rendered on the duar apparently possesses unexpected strengths.”

"Areyou saying, S, that no magic wasinvolved? That it was my singing alone that made them want to
flee?'

"No, mate. What 'ls Sorcerernessis sayin' isthat your sngin' o' that old music and your new music made
‘em an' therest of usaswell want to run screamin’ an' pukin' through the bloody forest.”

"l see." He shrugged, took a deep breath. "Wdll, anyway, it worked."

"Areyou up there going to untie me or not?' The koaas voice was surprisingly deep and resonant. It
made him sound much more massve than he was.

"Bleedin' impatient sort o' chap, ain't 'e?' Mudge and Sorbl started down the hill. Jon-Tom waited until
Mudge was out of earshot before turning to Clothahump again.



"What you'reredly trying to say, Sr, istha my singing hasn't improved any."

"l supposeit would not be terribly undiplomatic of meto admit that | do not think it has kept pace with
your playing, my boy. Thereis, sadly, aqudity, atimbreif you will, which renders your voice somewhat
less than sweet-sounding to a sengtive ear. The native chant was not exactly melodious to begin with.

Y our singing backed by the playing of the duar did not exactly enhance what dight harmonious overtones
it possessed.”

"That bad, hun?'

"| believe that for once the otter did not exaggerate in his description. Do not look so downcast. It isthe
resultsthat matter. Y ou are agpellsinger, not abard.”

"I know, but | want to beabard! | can't helpitif | don't sound like Liondl Richie or Daltrey."
"I am sorry, my boy, but it gppearsthat you may have to settle for being aspellsinger.”

He ought to be pleased, he told himself asthey waited for Mudge and Sorbl to return with the freed
prisoner. He could do things no other musician could do. He could send his enemiesfleging in panic,
could conjure up wonders, could move smal mountains. The trouble was, what he wanted more than
anything e sewasto be ableto sing.

And hetried so hard to sound like aMcCartney or Waite, only to end up producing anoise that must
have resembled a cross between AC/DC's Angus McKie and a sex-starved moose. Come to think of it,
McKie and the moose didn't sound dl that different from one another.

He kept his eyes on the forest and fog enclosing them, his hands on the duar. Despite Clothahump's
reassurances, he wanted to be ready in the event that some brave warrior did try to dip in behind them.

Before he sang that chant again, though, he'd have to remember to warn his companions.

VIl

Mudge's knife made short work of the ropes that secured the prisoner to the pole, while Sorbl used his
beak on the smaller bonds that bound the koalas wrists. Mudge had to catch him once he was freed, so
cramped had his muscles become from disuse and the severe restraints. While the otter helped him up the
dope, Sorbl plucked his knapsack from the corner platform post and flew back toward his master.

Eventudly otter and kodareached the top of theridge. The former prisoner was still coughing, though
neither asviolently nor as frequently aswhen held been tied to the post. It would take awhile before his
lungs were completely cleared. His eyes were badly bloodshot and he wiped at them repesatedly. Mudge
eased him over to afalenlog and gently sat him down.

He st slently for awhile, catching his bresth and letting hislungs clear, only hislarge furry ears moving.



The black nose was wet and running from having inhaled too much soot. Eventualy he looked up a them
and spoke again in that unexpectedly profound, deep voice.

"Thanks, friends. Not everyone would go out of their way like that to save a stranger, though | had a
pretty good idea something like thiswas going to happen. Darned if | wasn't sarting to get alittle
worried, though. I'm obliged.”

"What do you mean you 'had an idea something like thiswas going to happen'?' Jon-Tom said.

"We can tak about it later. Right now we're fill amite too closeto that fire for my comfort. Let'swak
thewak and I'll talk thetalk." Herose, tilted his head back to gaze up a Jon-Tom. "Y ou're aprime
gpecimen, aren't you? Thanks for your musical aid. Y ouwon't beinsulted if | don't ask for an encore.”

"If my music doesn't please you, you can dways go back down there and talk over your problemswith
your friends." He smiled to show the koalathat he was only responding in kind.

Their new acquaintance grinned back up a him. "No friends of mine down there. Heathens and
barbarians, the cowardly sons of lizards. Hope they run off the end of the world. My name's Calin. Y ou
can introduce yourselveslater." Hetook a step, stumbled. Mudge hastened to lend him a shoulder, but
the kodawaved him off.

" 'Predate the offer, otter, but I'll make it on my own. Y ou've risked enough on my behalf aready. I'll not
be aburden to you." Heretrieved his knapsack and saber from Sorbl, shouldered the pack after diding
the saber into a specid scabbard sewn to its back. Despite his short, thick arms he managed to dide the
blade straight in without looking over his shoulder. Whoever this Colin was, Jon-Tom decided, he was
no stranger to weaponry. If Jon-Tom had tried the same trick, he would have diced himsdlf from neck to

COCCyX.

Mudge led them back toward the campsite. Y ou know more about your ‘appy companions than we
do," hesaid to the koaa. "Think they'll try an’ follow us? Thewizard 'imself ‘ere saysno.”

"Wizard, huh?" Colin gave Clothahump a perfunctory nod, polite but in no way condescending,
respectful without being obsequious. "I think he'sright. Heck, it'll take the bravest among them half aday
just to decide to dow down." Everyone laughed but Jon-Tom. He managed aweak smile.

They were hafway back to the camp when Colin caled ahat. "Well take aminute here to make sure

they don't follow us." Heturned his back to Jon-Tom. "Upper compartment, |eft sde. A small green
bottle. Take care. They threw my kit around quite a bit, and | don't know what's broke and what's
intact.”

An uncertain Jon-Tom unsnapped the pack, located the bottle in question, and handed it to its owner.
The stopper wasloose but il in place. Colin hdd it up to the fog-diffused light, examined it criticdly for
amoment, then grunted and began searching the ground around them.

"We need some good-sized branches with the needles till on them." Jon-Tom bristled at being ordered
around by someone they'd just had to rescue, but he kept silent as he helped the koala and Mudge
collect severd hedthy evergreen boughs.

"Now what? They're hardly big enough to hide behind,”

he snapped.



There was ajauntiness to the koala's manner and atwinkle in his eye that defused any real anger on
Jon-Tom's part. "That'swhat you think, man."

After sprinkling afew drops of the colorlessliquid on each branch, he had Jon-Tom replaceitin his
knapsack. The powerful odor made Jon-Tom's nogtrils flare, even at a distance.

"Do like s0," Colin instructed them. Jon-Tom and Dormas brought up the rear, the three of them
sweeping up their footsteps with the branches. Eventualy they tossed the boughs aside.

Mudge's senditive nose was running, and he wiped at it continuoudy. "Blimey, mate, wot werein that
bottle, anyway?'

"Intensaly concentrated oil of eucayptus,”" Colininformed him. "If they do try to track us, they'll sniff upa
nice hedlthy whiff of that stuff and spend the rest of the day sneezing themsdlves silly.” He grinned firgt at
Mudge, then up at Jon-Tom.

An interesting character, and that was an understatement, Jon-Tom told himself as he considered their
stocky new companion. Not gruff exactly but not given to small tak, either. Straightforward and
no-nonsense. He'd be able to find his own way back to civilization without much trouble.

Asit turned out, however, that parting of the ways was not to take place for sometime yet. Asthey
paused in the shelter of araketreelater that day, they discovered that they shared something in common
with the koala besdes a didike of barbaric hospitdity.

Hewas sitting against the thick, deeply scarred bole, chatting with Sorbl and Dormas. Clothahump was
off by himsalf, meditating within his shell, visiting that sorcerous never-never land that only he could enter.
It reminded Jon-Tom of hibernation. Thewizard caled it taking ametaphysical sighting. Hewas, he had
explained on more than one such occasion, checking their position by judging his relationship to certain
gars. When Jon-Tom had protested that it was absurd to imagine one small individua having apersond
relationship with severa incredibly distant suns, Clothahump had informed him that it depended upon the
mental size of theindividua in question, not his physical sature. Asaresult, Jon-Tom was half convinced
that the turtle was bluffing him. But it did not make him fed any bigger.

Hewas gtting dightly away from thetree, using the usualy conceded blade of hisramwood staff to
whittle at achunk of dead pine. Wood and grain fascinated him. Maybe he ought to give up the idea of
being either alawyer or arock guitarist and settle for acontemplative life of carving. Not avery practica
vocation to try to make aliving at where he came from, hereflected. If held lived in greater Los Angeles,
Gepetto would doubtless have been forced to go on welfare.

Footsteps sounded nearby. He looked up to see Mudge approaching. The otter wore his usua
expression of concern.

"Wot say you, mate?'
Jon-Tom glanced skyward. They had long since climbed out of thefog, and the sky overhead was a
brilliant, pristine blue. "Everything seemsto be going pretty good, Mudge. We're not being followed,

we've managed to rescue afellow traveler in need, and we haven't suffered a perturbation in days."

"Aye, seems as though our luck 'as changed, wot? That's just wot | were wonderin' about." As he spoke
he kept glancing back toward the tree, to where Colin was laughing and joking with Sorbl and Donnas. ™



'Asn't the coincidence struck you?"

"To what coincidence do you refer?' He sighed. The otter's capacity for paranoiawas exceeded only by
his capacity for drinking, eting, and wenching.

"You just think on it aminute, mate. I'll spell it out for you. Don't want you to think I'm jumpin' to

conclusonsor nathin.
"What, you, jump to conclusions? Why would | ever think that?*

"Try an' stifle the sarcasm amoment and look at thisthing objectively, mate. 'Ere we are trippin’ merrily
along, lookin' like oursalves for achange instead o' abunch o' purple bugs or somethin’, when we 'ear
this chantin' and follow it to find this Colin chap al bound up an' in the process o' bein’ smoked for a
holiday roast by abunch o' savages. Wot does that suggest to you?"

"That we did our good deed for the day and that | don't have the faintest ideawhat you're getting at."

"I'll try an' be more specific. Weve no way of knowin' for 'ow long this Colin was a prisoner. Might've
been for an hour, might maybe 'ave been for aday. But just suppose '€d been stuck down there for
severa days. Tis been several days exactly since the last bad perturbation. Maybe whoever or wotever
‘as imprisoned this 'ere perambulator can't useit on us anymore. Maybe we're too close to ‘'ome or
somethin’. So wot might ‘e do, especially if 'es gettin worried about us? Mightn't ‘e look for some other,
subtler way o' stoppin’ us? Maybe by gettin' us off our guard firs?'

It didn't take a two-hundred-year-old wizard to see what the otter was hinting at. ™Y ou're reaching,
Mudge. Inthefirg place, there was no guarantee that we would have taken the risk of rescuing Calin. In
the second, distance has no efect on the perambulator's perturbing effects. Y ou can't be too closeto be
affected, and you can't get far enough away to escapeit. And lagtly, Colin just doesn't seem the type an
insane sorcerer would choose for a servant. He's too independent. That's not a put-on. It'sthe soul of his

persondity.”

"Then it don't strike you as suspicious that in this dangerous and cold northern land wherewe ain't
encountered so much as a decent restaurant for days, we suddenly 'ave arun-in with someone whose
species prefers much warmer country? Not to mention that ‘€s runnin’ around ‘ere dl by 'islonesome.”

"Of course, I'm curious as to what he's doing up here. He's probably just as curious about us.”

"Then why ain't 'e asked about it? And why ain't he told uswhat '€sdoin’ "ere?’

"Maybe," Jon-Tom suggested, "it's none of our business."

"Cor, don't 'and me that one, mate! We saved 'im from the cook fire, if 'eis asindependent as you think.
'E owes us an explanation.”

"What if he'son somekind of private pilgrimage, something religious, say?'
"Woat, 'im? The wanderin' preacher o' the Church o' Leather and Studs? Now who's reachin’, mate?"

"I think you're way off base, Mudge. But if it'stroubling you that much, why don't you ask him what he's
doing here?'



"Uh, well, you see, lad, you're so much better versed in the diplomatic artsthat |, | waskind o' 'opin’
that you'd put the question to 'im."

"| see. Because I'm more diplomatic, isthat it?" The otter nodded. "Not because if he takes offense, it'll
be me he runsthrough with that saber of his?"

The otter looked outraged. " ‘Ow could you think such athing o' me, mate?"
"I don't know." Jon-Tom put hiswhittling aside as he rose. "Repeated experience, maybe.”

Mudge sdled up close. " 'E's not wearin' that long sword just now, but we'd best keep an eye on that
pack o' 'is."

Jon-Tom frowned. "The knapsack? Why?'

"You just "aven't learned much about observation, ‘ave you? 'Aven't you noticed ‘ow protective 'eis of
it? No tellin’ wot '€s got ingde besides abottle full o' gink-oil.”

That much wastrue. Colin had been excessively protective of the pack, to the point of refusing to let
Dormas carry it for him until hed fully recovered from the effects of his near suffocation. Heinsisted on
carrying it himsalf, despite the fact that he was till coughing and choking from timeto time. The more
Jon-Tom thought about it, the more peculiar the koala's presence and actions seemed. He broke off that
unpleasant train of thought abruptly.

"There you go, making me paranoid like you."

"A little 'ealthy paranoia can add ten yearsto your life, mate. Y ou can'andleit. I've seen you in action.
‘Tisyour solicitor'straining. Me, I'd just make 'im mad, most likely.

But not you. Don't go accusin' 'im o' nothin', or chalengin’ ‘im. Just work it into the conversation, like. I'll
be right behind you if ‘e takes offense.”

"Y ou're such acomfort to me, Mudge."
"Wot arefriendsfor, lad?"

With Mudge sauntering along beside him Jon-Tom strode into the shade of the tree. The otter bent to
inspect the grass, then turned to work hisway behind the seated koala, trying to render his movements as
inconspicuous as possible.

Not inconspicuoudy enough, apparently, for as experienced afighter as Colin to let it pass without
notice. He said nothing, but he put down the cup held been sipping from so he would have both hands
free. He did not turn to look at Mudge but remained aware of the otter's position nonetheless.

Dormas was taking while Sorbl listened from his perch on alow-hanging branch. The owl was standing
on oneleg. Now he shifted to the other, ahabit hed picked up from afriend of his, amember of the
gork family.

Dormaslooked over at Jon-Tom. "We were just talking about the country to the east of here. Colintells
me there are high mountains, then open plains before you get to hishome, which liesfarther south.”



Mudge picked up a seed cone, inspected it with apparent indifference. "'Y ou've come quite a distance,
then."

"A long ways, yes," Calin replied. "Congderably farther than the rest of you.”

Jon-Tom rubbed his chin. "Y ou know, we don't mean to pry, but it wouldn't be natural for us not to

wonder what someone like you is doing up in country like this, so far from the kind of terrain you'd be
likely to find agreeable, and traveling by yourself aswell.”

"l liketotravel," Calin told him. "Since not many of my felowsliketo, I'm forced to travel done."

"| s Slence.

Mudge looked over at Jon-Tom and, when nothing else was forthcoming, said exasperatedly, "Well, go
on, matel"

"Go on where, Mudge?'

The otter spat into the grass, moved to confront the koala " So you like to travel, wot? Funny sort o

country to betravelin'in. Thisain't exactly atourist meccaup 'ere, and thelocal yokels not wot I'd call
‘ospitable. Y ou couldn't ‘ave any other business 'ere besides just travelin', now could you?'

"What sort of business could one have in this empty land?"

"Couldn't o' put it better mesdlf." Mudge's fingersfdt for the hilt of his short sword. "Come on now,

mate. Y ou don't expect us to believe you've cometo this part o' the world just to ‘ave alook-see at the
cenery?'

"Why not? Ian't that what you're doing? 'Y ou don't seem equipped for anything else.”
"Now 'ow would you know wot sort o' equipment we might be carryin'?"
A dight smile creased the kodas broad face. "1 makeit my business to notice such things.”

"Do you, now? That brings us back to the nature o' your mysterious business again. We can't seem to
get away from that, can we?' Hisfingerslocked around the sword hilt.

Coalinlet hiseyesdrop to Mudgeswaist. "No need to get excited, pilgrim.” Helet hisgaze flick over the
otter'sface, then Jon-Tom'sand Dormass. "Right. I'll tell you, but you aren't going to believe me."

"Try us" Mudge smiled wolfishly a him.

The koads voice grew reminiscent. "Thisal started many months ago. Longer than | careto think. |
was hard at work at my true profession-"

Jon-Tom interrupted him. ™Y ou have more than one professon?'

"Two, yes. Thefirstis'-and here he stared hard at Mudge- "that of bodyguard. That's how | support

myself. I'm pretty good at it." The otter's hand moved away from the handle of his sword. "But it's not my
true professon, my red caling. Go ahead and laugh if you will, but | am acaster of runes.”



"What'sthat?' said anew voice, sounding surprised. Everyone looked to their Ieft. Clothahump had
emerged from theisolation of his saf-imposed trance. Now he blinked, stretching and yawning as he
came out of hisshell. He stuck out hislegs, stood, and walked over to join the rest of them, wiping at his

eyeswith one hand. "A rune-cagter, you say?'

"l say." Colin turned and reached for his knapsack. Jon-Tom and Mudge tensed, but al the koaa
extracted was a small sack of brown leather secured at the top with an intricate knot. Several arcane
symbols decorated the sides of the sack, having been stitched in with heavy silver thread. Jon-Tom
recognized none of them.

"Thetoolsof thetrade,” the kodaexplained.

"I can see why you'd chose work as abodyguard.” Mudge sniffed derisively. "Throwin' runesain't much
of aprofesson. Somewould say 'tismore in the nature of acon game.”

The kodadtiffened dightly, and when he next spoke, there was an edge to hisvoice. "There are more
charlatans than truth-speakers who throw, that much istrue. I am no charlatan. Anyone can cast. It'sthe
reading that requires kill. | have practiced for many years, have thrown thousands of times. | was
apprentice to Solace Longrush the quokka."

"I know that name. | thought he was dead,” Clothahump murmured.

"Heis. Died ten years ago. Was casting one day, saw his own death in the runes, gathered everything
up, put hishousein order, walked to the cemetery held chosen, and fell right over into an open grave.
Damnedest thing you ever saw.”" Hejiggled the leather bag. Faint clinking noises could be heard as small
objectswithin bounced oif one another. "Hisrunes. He left them to me.™

"That'swhy you're so protective of your gear,” Jon-Tom said, and was rewarded with anod. "I've
never met arune-caster before. What do you cast for?'

"Whether someone should make alleft turn or go right, whether or not amarriageislikely to succeed,
when and where to plant what kinds of crops, that sort of thing. Paysthe bills." He leaned forward. "But
what Solace Longrush did that no other rune-caster could do, and what I've tried to learn from him, is

how to predict the future.

Mudge laughed without shame: a brisk, sharp, barking sound. Dormas let out aloud snort. Sorbl fought
back asmile of hisown.

"Told you that you wouldn't believe me." The koaladid not appear miffed by their reaction. Undoubtedly
he was used to skepticism.

As soon as Colin had made his confession Jon-Tom had turned to look at Clothahump. The wizard was
neither laughing nor smiling. Instead he was studying their guest with utter seriousness.

"And how," heinquired, "does practicing your true profession bring you to thisisolated part of the
world?'

"Likel said, I've been traveling for many, many months. What started me on my journey wasacast |
was making for alocal farmer. He wanted me to find the best place on hisland to dig anew well. | had
thrown six times and thought | had a pretty good spot picked out for him, but | pride myself on being
thorough and giving vaue for money. So | threw a seventh and last time." He swallowed. "Ten runes lined



up in apattern I'd never seen before. | gave the farmer his location and rushed off to the local Sorcerer's
Guild library, spent hourstrying to find a schematic that resembled the pattern I'd thrown. Findly did."

"And?" Jon-Tom prompted him anxioudy, by now thoroughly engrossed in the kodastae.

"The pattern Sgnified an imminent world change. But not an immediate one. The change indicated was
the kind that takes place in stages, each one more severe than the next. It was also clear that if these
gradua changes were not stopped, they were going to culminate in afina change of gpocayptic
proportions.”

"The pattern did not by any chance happen to suggest the nature of thisfina change?' Clothahump
asked him.

"I'm not sure. Patterns are precise, but reading is not an exact science. Asnear as| could tell, though, it
had something to do with the size of the sun.”

"Size?' Mudge squeaked.

Colin nodded somberly. "The pattern suggested intensifying local changes, ending in an abrupt expansion
of the sun to many timesits present size. | think achange like that would make uslong to stand above
something as chilly asthe savage'sfire.”

"Nova" Jon-Tom squinted through the branches at the placid midday sun above. "A perturbation strong
enough to affect the helium-fusion cycle. It would make the sun go nova. | wonder if the sunin my own
world would be affected?"

"Wot'sdl thisrot?' Mudge muttered. "Wot's a bloomin' novaand wot'sit ‘ave to do with the sun, and
wotever it is, weve only this chap's word for it, anyways. And wot'sit got to do with the question?”

"That'swhy I'm here. To seeif | can't prevent that cataclysmic change. The runesdidn't tell me how it
could be done, but they showed me where it would have to be accomplished. I'm on my way there." He
mistook their slencefor dishdief. "'l told you you wouldn't believe me.”

"On the contrary,” Clothahump told him quietly, "we believe you more man you believe yourself.
Because, you see, the answer to our question is also the answer to yours. We are bent on the same task.
By different methods we cometo this place, intent upon achieving the same end.”

Colin regarded each of themin turn, slently, seeing the truth in their faces. " So that'sit. The runeswere
more thorough than | thought. | did not expect the help they predicted to appear so soon.”

"Now 'old on aminimum, mate," Mudge urged him. "'If anyonesgoin' to ‘'ep anyone 'ere, 'tisyou who
arebound to'ép us"

"It doesn't matter, Mudge," Jon-Tom told himirritably. "Were al here for the same reason.”
"True." The koala sounded disappointed. " The runes were thorough but not accurate. As| read them
they spoke of aid in the form of an army of severa thousand seasoned warriors." He shook off his

disappointment. "But if I'm to have the company of aquintet of odditiesinstead, so beit."

Mudge made a sound low in histhroat. " Just who are you cdlin' an oddity, fat face?"



"Quiet, river rat." Clothahump turned back to Colin. "Then your reading of the runesis not dways
precise?’

"I'm afraid not. It's the nature of runes. Y ou can't make perfect predictions with imperfect materias, and
there's no such thing as aperfect rune. Half ayear back | lost two months traveling in the wrong direction
before | knew | was off on the wrong track."

"That'sdl right." Jon-Tom was naturally sympathetic. "I'm aspellsnger myself, and there've been one or
two occas ons when the results of my spellsinging were other than what | intended.” Heimmediately
turned awarning look on Mudge, but the otter's thoughts were el sewhere, and he missed the opportunity
to insert the expected sarcastic comment.

"We shdl help one another," Clothahump announced firmly. ™Y our company and what ass stance you
can provide will bewelcome. | know what is causing these changes and approximatdly whereitis
located. By cooperating we may define our approach more accurately.”

It was clear that Colin wasimpressed. He glanced up at Jon-Tom. "Tell me, tall man, does he spesk the
truth?'

"Mos of thetime. Thistime."

"Cadting issomething | have never practiced,” the wizard was saying, "because of its notorious
inaccuracy. But it may be that you will have the chance to supplement our collective abilitieswhen such
ad is needed most. In any event, astrong sword arm is aways welcome in such an enterprise asthis. We
will seek to resolve this danger together.”

"I'll be glad of the company. We koaas are sociable types. Traveling solo hasn't been easy.” He
hesitated. "Not appearing to contradict you, old one, but by the reading, we haven't much time left. We
may not get thereintime.”

"We may not get thereat al,” Clothahump admitted, "but it isawaste of time to wonder about time.
With due respect to your taent, where aperambulator isinvolved, timeitself is mutable. We may have
moretime left to us than your reading would lead you to believe.”

"l hope you'reright and I'm wrong."

Clothahump lifted his gaze past them, toward the lower dopes of the mountains that defined the northern
horizon. "My greatest fear at this moment isthat despite his madness, whoever has trapped the
perambulator in thisworld is beginning to learn how to manipul ate those perturbations.”

"That might not be al bad,” Jon-Tom commented. "If he learns how to do that, maybe he can keep the
sun from going nova."

"Should he want to."
"But if that happens, then helll be killed dong with everyone dse. That's"
"Crazy. Precisaly, my boy. If theimprisoner is both mad and unhappy, what better solution than suicide

on agrandiose scae? My immediate concern isthat we may see perturbations directed at us specificaly.
It seemsincredible but it cannot be ruled out."



"You're not bein' very reassurin, Y our Magterness.”
"Thetruthrardly is, Mudge.”

"Truth. Bleedin' dippery stuff. We till ain't "ad no proof that you're anything more than asack o' ‘ot air,
big-ears.”

Colin'seyes narrowed, and he put hishand on hissword. "Y ou caling mealiar, pilgrim?"

"Dont try that shit on me, mate. | believe you can ‘andle that sword. That ain't wot we need proof of."
He eyed hiscompanions. "Listen, you gulliable lot, don't you want some proof thisbloke ain't workin' for
the one whose arse we're after before we invite 'im to share our camp?"

"Mudge, sometimes you-" Jon-Tom started to say, but Colin raised a hand to cut him off.

"No. The otter'sright. Impolite, but right. Y ou deserve more conclusive proof than fast talk." He placed
the leather sack on the ground in front of him and knelt. Jon-Tom paid close attention but for the life of
him couldn't discern how the koda unfastened the incredibly complex series of knots so quickly. Making
certain the drawstrings were stretched out straight, Colin carefully unfolded the lesthern square.

The resultant revel ation was something of a disappointment. Jon-Tom didn't know what to expect:
brilliantly faceted gemstones perhaps or eerily glowing bits of metal. What the pouch contained was afew
pieces of wood, some colored stones and old bones, and afew strips of dyed cloth.

"That'sit?" Mudge wanted to know.

"Have you ever seen aset of runes before, otter? Not imitations or fakes, but the real things? Some of
these have been handed down from caster to caster.” He leaned forward to nudge afew of the pieces
with afinger. "These here are hundreds of yearsold.”

"I can smell the power." Clothahump waddled over and asked Colin to identify each runein detall.
Meanwhile Mudge eased over next to Jon-Tom.

"Y ou know, mate, this'ere meetin' may turn out to ‘ave beneficial consequences after al.”
"It certainly will, if Colin'stelling the truth about his abilities.”

"No, no, not that." The otter |ooked exasperated, then excited. "I mean, ‘ave alook at that junk! | can
see meself now.” The otter's mental wliedswere spinning fast. "All I've got to do when we gets back to
civilizationistrip on down to theloca dump and fill me up alittle lesther bag with the first interestin' crep
| sumble over. Then | can go around predictin' the future. The only thing wot puzzlesmeis'ow | never
thought of it before.”

"Mudge, thisisn't ascam. Thisisfor red.”

"Scam, redlity, wot's the difference? The whole universe is ascam, perpetrated by some supreme deity,
maybe. Tis one's perception of it that matters. Anyway, if alot o' soft-'eaded twits take mefor a
rune-caster, who am | to dispute their opinions? I'd ‘urt their fedin's by confessing, | would. Folks don't
care whether aprediction of the futureis accurate or not. They just want someoneto tell 'em wot to do
s0 they won't ‘ave to think. Besides, I'll only make predictions about wot I'm expert at: sex an’ money."



"Sex and money, sex and money. What are you going to think about when you reach aripe old age,
Mudge? Assuming you ever do reach aripe old age, about which achievement | have serious doubts."

The otter solemnly raised one paw. "I'll change me ways then, mate. Despite wot you might think, I've
given that day plenty o' thought. Y ou'll see. When I'm bent over an' white-whiskered, with astresk o
slver down me back, itll be different. I'll spend al metimethinkin' about money an' sex.”

"l don't know why, but that confession doesn't surprise me." He motioned for the otter to be quiet. Colin
had finished talking to Clothahump. Now it was the koadas turn to raise a commanding paw.

"Silence, please.”
"Cheeky bugger, I'll give'im that,” Mudge whispered. Jon-Tom made shushing motions.

Colin had closed his eyes and was mumbling something under his breath. Abruptly abreeze sorang up
where there had been no breeze. It whistled in from the east, swirling around them, ruffling Dormas's
mane and Jon-Tom'slong hair. The wind changed direction repeatedly, as though confused and nervous,
azephyr that had lost itsway.

Still murmuring in aguttural Sngsong, Colin leaned forward to pick up the unimpressive fragments of
stone and leather and wood in both paws. Jon-Tom noticed hisimpressive claws. Keeping the runes
cupped in his hands, the koda continued hisindeci pherable chant. Clothahump was looking on and
nodding dowly, though whether he recognized some of what the koalawas saying or was merdly offering
him encouragement, Jon-Tom could not say.

No glowing points of light, no gneechees appeared. Thiswas adifferent kind of magic, ancient and
smple, asaien to Jon-Tom as Republican economic policy. Going by Colin's own description, it was as
much luck as magic,

The fur rose on the back of the koalas head. The fringe lining those oversize ears seemed to quiver asif
with an eectric charge. Colin concluded hisincantation. Then he smply held his paws out over the leather
sguare and opened them. There was no skill involved that Jon-Tom could see. The koalasmply opened
his paws and let the double handful drop.

The stones and bones bounced a couple of times before coming to rest on the leather, which Jon-Tom
could now see was crisscrossed with anetwork of fine lines that had been etched into the fabric by some
kind of needle-tipped awl or knife.

Colininhaled deeply, opened his eyes, and leaned forward to scrutinize the results of his casting. He did
not take his eyes from the runes, did not even blink. Such concentration was frightening. Though hetried
not to show it, it was evident that even Mudge was impressed.

Colin took another deep breath, then several short ones. Sitting back on his haunches, he put both paws
on hisleather-covered knees.

"What're you trying to find out?' Dormasfinaly asked him.

"l wasn't casting for anything particular. Many timesthe throw is uninformative. Other timesit resultsina
pattern you can't trust. | hope that's the case with this one.”



"Why?" Jon-Tom was suddenly concerned. "What doesit say?'

There was a genuine sadnessin the kodas eyes. They shifted from Jon-Tom to the otter standing next to
him. "My good friend Mudge, if this pattern is accurate, you have less than thirty secondsto live."

There was dead silence from the little cluster of onlookers. Mudge could only gape at the Stranger in
their midst. How did one react to a pronouncement like that? Findly the otter tried to smile. He worked
at it ashard as he could, but for once that ready grin failed to materiaize.

"You'retryin'to scare me, you sorry sod. You'retryin' to scare dl of us so wewon't find you out for the
rhummy-mugger you are. Well, you can't fool me. | don't believe in your bag o' bones for aminute, |
don't." He spat at the ground, barely missing the leather and its mute contents. Looking around warily, he
began backing away from the sllent, sorrowful Colin.

"l wish it might've beertOtherwise," the koda gpologized. "There's no predicting what the runeswill say.”

"Say? That pile o' shit can't say boo. ‘Tisalot o' garbage, Jon-Tom." Jon-Tom was staring wordlesdy a
hisfriend. "Wot 'e says aswell aswot 'éstosan’ around. Just garbage. Tell me'tis garbage, Y our
Wizardship.”

Clothahump watched the retreating otter with amaddeningly clinical eye, then spoke to the caster. "By
what means?

Colin looked back at the motionless runes. "Doesn't say, old one."

" '"Tisgarbage, it id" The otter's voice rose uncontrollably. " Garbage and abloody lie!" He was glancing
around nervoudy, as though he expected to be attacked at any moment. "Fakery and trickery, | ought to
know. Thefat bear'sacon artist. There'smore snow in ‘is spiel than crowns those mountains up ahead.
Oh, youredick, you* bloated fuzzbal" -he sneered a Colin-"real dick. But you can't fool old Mudge.
No one can predict the future. No one! And if anyone could, they wouldn't do it by dumpin’ a pawful o
junk on the ground an' gtarin’ at it while belching!" He rapped hisfist againg his chest.

"I'm as 'ealthy as ever me was, surrounded by me good friends, an' there's nothin' in theworld I'm afraid
of, nothin' that can touch me, nothin' that can-"

Hewasinterrupted by aloud cracking sound. Jon-Tom jumped involuntarily while Dormas backed up
fast. Clothahump and Colin did not move. Only Sorbl's marvelous eyes and reflexes, even though dightly
numbed by his daily intake of alcohol, enabled him to react fast enough to shout awarning. He gestured
with awing and yelled, "L ook out!"

Mudge whirled, eyeswide. Very few creatures can move asfast as an otter. Even so, he wasn't fast
enough.



The huge, rotten branch fell from near the top of the big fir he'd backed benegath, striking him on the
back of the head and landing with atremendous crash. Broken sub-branches, leaves, and dead twigs
went flyingin dl directions. Thefal wasloud enough to echo severa times off the surrounding hillsides,
Everyone rushed toward the falen otter except Clothahump. The wizard stood close by the rune-caster's
tools and looked on curioudy.

"Mogt interesting,” he murmured to no onein particular.

"I was hdf inclined to agree with the otter's charges of fakery, having known amultitude of witchesand
warlocks, sorcerers and spellsingers, and so-called casters but never one who actudly could predict the

future"

"You ill don't!" Jon-Tom yelled joyfully back to him as he bent over the otter's prone form. Mudge's
feathered cap had been knocked off by the impact. It lay severd feet away. Blood stained the fur on the
back of the otter's skull. But appearances, to Jon-Tom's great relief, were deceiving.

"He's breathing. Sorbl, your hearing's better than any of ours.”

The owl nodded and put a pointed ear against the otter's chest. When he looked up at the rest of them,
he was smiling knowingly. "Besting like a cdibate's after afour-day orgy. Hes no more dead than | am.”

"Let me havealook.” Colin dipped both arms under Mudge. Showing off the considerable strength in
his compact body, he easily carried the unconscious otter back to where they'd been sitting when the
branch had fallen. Jon-Tom hunted through the medicine pack on Dormas's back and brought out a

narrow bottle full of golden liquid.

"Redlly," said adistressed Sorbl, smacking his beak, "couldn't you make do with some of the chegper
brand, Jon-Tom?"

"Sorbl! I'm surprised at you!"
"I mean,” the owl muttered, "it'snot asif he's dead or anything.”

What a crew, Jon-Tom mused as he bent over the motionless otter and |et afew potent drops tumble
into the open mouth. Mudge coughed, his body spasmed, a second cough, and he was sitting up
sputtering. Jon-Tom wasthe first thing he saw.

"Wot are you tryin' to do, mate, drown me? Ohhhh.” Gingerly he touched the back of hishead. "Crikey!
It feds like somebody dropped abloomin' tree on me."

"Close enough, even if it wasn't blooming,” Jon-Tom told him. Indeed, the branch that had struck the
otter only aglancing blow was bigger in circumference than many of the smdler trees surrounding them.

"Just nicked you, pilgrim." Colin was inspecting the back of the otter's head. "Fortunately. Likel said,
runereading'snot aprecise art.”

"I'll giveyou adose 0 precise, you wakin' ‘airball.” Hetried to lunge at the kodla. The pain in hishead
held him back. When he touched himself again, his hand came away covered in crimson. "I'm bleedin' to
death while you sit there and lecture me.”

"Quit whining," Dormas snapped. "Jon-Tom, there are bandages in the bottom of the medicine kit." He



nodded, rummaged around until he located aroll of sterilized linen, then began wrapping it around the
otter's head.

"Ow! Takeit easy back there, mate. That's no steak you're wrappin’, you know."
"I'm being asgentle as| can, Mudge.”

"Likely, that is" Heglared & Colin. "l ain't sureif | buy your whole story, guv'nor, but you've scored a
point or two initsfavor, that's certain.”

Colin sniffed. "Y ou could have been killed, you poor excusefor acoat. I'd think you'd be giving thanks."

"Y ou do, do you? If you're such a hotsy-totsy reader o' the future, ‘'ow come you didn't see that branch
fixin' to break?'Ow do we know you didn't plan it that way?"

"| don't care for your implications, pilgrim. That blow's affected your reasoning. Or maybe it hasn't. In
any case, how could | have known that you'd react to my prediction by retreating right undernesth that
tree?'

"Useyour head, Mudge," Jon-Tom admonished him.

"Not right now, mate, if you don't mind. I admit | ain't figured that one out yet."

"That's about enough, weter rat," said Dormasfirmly.

"You're pissng inthewind. Mr. Colin strikes me as a perfect gentleman. We should be glad to have him
dong.”

"Spesk for yoursdf, four-legs.”

"Mudge, think aminute." Jon-Tom split the end of the bandage and began knotting it around the otter's
forehead. "If Colin wanted to kill you, he could have laughed at you when the branch hit you on the head.
Hedidn't. Hisfirst reaction wasidentical to ours. Heranto try to help you.”

"You bloody solicitorsare dl dike, just stinkin' of logic an' reasonableness. I've about 'ad mefill of
it-ouch, damn it!"

"If you'd give your mouth arest, your jaw muscleswouldn't put o much of astrain on the back of your
head." Hetied the knot firmly. "There. | thought that branch might've knocked some senseinto you. |
guessit would take agiant sequoia.”

"What might that be?" Clothahump inquired.

"An extremely large tree that comes from my world. Bigger than anything you've ever seen.”

"Oh, I don't know. Once, in my younger dayswhen | was traveling in southern lands, 1-'

"If you don't mind," said Mudge, "could we drop the botanical travelogue until we seeif me'ead'sgoin’
tofdl off?'

"I do not think we need fear for the integrity of your skull, Mudge, as opposed to, say, its contents.”



Clothahump was regarding the injured otter benignly. "As has been demonstrated on more than one
occasion, it isunquestionably the strongest part of your anatomy, having both the impermeability and
density of solid lead.”

"Right. 'Erel lie, wounded near to death, an' instead o' sympathy an' compassion, | get insults.”

"Y ou could be dead, Mudge," Jon-Tom told him again. "' Colin's reading might have been completely,
instead of partidly, accurate.”

"Like your spellsingin’. Much more o' that kind o' good fortune an' I'll save the gods the trouble by cuttin'
me own throat."

Colin was recovering his runes, packing them just so in the center of the lesther square. "Maybe | was
wrong. Maybe | shouldn't have cast and, having cast, should have said nothing.”

"No. It wouldn't have mattered,” Jon-Tom told him. "And | guesswe were dl alittle bit suspicous of
yw.ll

Colin pulled the four corners of the leather together and secured them with hisintricate series of knots.
"It'sasad day when akoaasword isno longer believed.”

"With the fate of an unknown portion of the cosmos at stake," Clothahump said, "you must concede a
little caution on our part.”

"Y our caution? What about me? What proof do | have that you're awizard or that thetal, bald body is
aspdlsanger?'

"I drove off your captors, remember?"

"l remember hearing a sound so awful, it made mewish for thefire at thetime, That's not magic, that's
torture.

It was worth the bruise to Jon-Tom's ego to hear Mudge laugh again.

"So | don't sound like Nat King Cole, but I'm not that bad.”

Clothahump frowned. "I do not recognize the line. What kingdom does hereign over?'

"The kingdom of scat," Jon-Tom replied impatiently. "L ook, are wein ahurry or not?"

"We areindeed. We should move."

"Sure, why not?" groused Mudge. " The sooner we get there, the sooner welll dl belyin' quiet in our
graves. Fine bunch to be off tryin' to save the world! A wizard who knows where the enemy lies, more
or less. A reader o' the future who knows wot's goin' to 'appen, more or less. An' let's not forget a
spellsinger who can conjure up the means to defend us from wotever we may face-more or less. 'Ow

could a poor taga ong like me be anything but confident about the outcome?”

"That's the pirit, Mudge," Jon-Tom told him. "It's good to know that if we get overconfident about
anything, you'll be right there with your undying pessmism to get us back on track.”



"Y ou can be sure o' that, mate." He scanned the ground nearby. "Hey, where's me cap?’

"I'll getit." Sorbl half flew, half hopped over to the giant fir, hunted around the Sdes of thefalen branch
for amoment, then returned with something limp and green hi hisbeak. This he passed to Mudge.

"Sorry. I'm afraid it was partly under the branch. Better it than you."

Mudge held the smashed fragment of green felt out in front of him. "Now, ain't that asorry sght?' Heran
two fingers dong the sides of the single feather, trying to fluff it out. "A quetzd tail plume, bought at the
top o' the matin' season too. Do you ‘ave any idea ‘ow much a quetzal chargesfor one o' its mating
plumes?'

"I'm surprised he would sdll one," Colin commented.

" 'E were broker than ‘e were'orny,” Mudge explained. "Wearin' one's supposed to confer exceptional
virility and staminaon the part o' the wearer-not that | believein any o' those primitive arbored's
superdtitions, o' course.”

"Thenwhy areyou crying?' Jon-Tom asked him.

"Cryin"?Wot, me? Cor, I'm just washin' out me eyes. Tisjust that if one did 'appen to believein those
superdtitions, well, the condition o' one'sworks is supposedly dependent on the condition o' the feather.”

"Oh. Wéll, there aren't any ladies around hereto court in any event.”

"And adamn good thing too." Sadly the otter plucked the demolished feather from his cap and tossed it
aside. "Maybe 'tisfor the best. I'm not likely to be distracted a ong the way-not that we're likely to
encounter any worthwhile digtractions.”

"So that's settled.” Jon-Tom hefted his pack. "Let's be going. Now, Mudge. Mudge? Come on.”

But the otter was holding back, sampling the air.

"I smdl it, too, otter,” said Dormas. She had her head tilted back and her muzzle highintheair.

"Smell what?* Jon-Tom asked.

"Something burning, mate.”

"l do not smdll it yet," said Clothahump, "but the air is decidedly warmer, and | fear not from the sudden
onset of an early spring, Sorbl, have alook.”

"Yes, Mager." Spreading his grest wings, the owl rose from his perch on Dormas's back and climbed
rapidly.

The rest of them stood and waited, watching the only airborne member of their little party as he circled
higher and higher above them.

"l can smell it now too," Jon-Tom murmured. "It's strong, but there's something else about it. | can't say
what."



"Maybe Sorbl cantell us" Dormas ventured. The wizard's famulus had folded hiswings and was

dropping like astone toward them. At the last possible ingtant he spread hiswings, braked, and landed
on the ninny's back. He did not look worried; he looked terrified.

"We'retrapped,” heinformed them in ashaky voice, "doomed. Thistime thereisno way out."

"Come now," Clothahump prompted him, unperturbed, "thereis always away out. We have proven that
in the past, and we shdl prove it as often as necessary in the future. What did you see?"

"Ffire," the owl sammered.
"Fine. Fire. Fromwhich directionisit advancing?'

"From everywhere, Magter. From dl directions.”

Something wasn't kasher here, Jon-Tom told himself. Even if they were completely surrounded by a

forest fire of asyet unknown dimensions, Sorbl ought not to be concerned for himself. Surely he could
soar to safety.

"What was burning?' he asked the famulus. " The woods?*
"Thewoods, the ground, everything but the air itsdlf,” the owl told him. "Thewholeworld ison fire."

"Y ou are not making sense, gpprentice,” Clothahump snapped a him. "It isnot thefirst time."

"Truly, Magter, everything burns™

Jon-Tom was standing on tiptoes, turning asow circle and scanning the various horizons. Theair
temperature continued to rise. But there was no smoke to be seen in any direction. Even if Sorbl was
greaily exaggerating and only asmall grove was ablaze, they should still be able to see some smoke.

And why should he exaggerate?

"Somebody's eyes are decelving them,” Dormas muttered. "How can the world burn without sending up
smoke?'

"A perturbation.” Clothahump was fumbling through the drawersin his plastron, searching for aparticular
vid. Hewas sure he'd stored it securely in the compartment closest to his left armpit-maybe down nearer

kneelevel. "I suspect it approaches from the south. The dl-encompassing perturbations usually begin
quite far from the perambulator itsdlf.”

"Sowereto beincinerated." Mudge sat down heavily. "A short reprieve, that.”
"l can seeit now." Jon-Tom pointed toward the southwest, and all eyesturned in that direction.

Theflames came marching over theline of trees, engulfing everything in their path. Thefirewaslikea
moving wall. There were no gaps, no cool spaces where adesperate runner might dip through to
freedom. Above the advancing wall the sky was adive with darting, dancing firebals. They could hear the

crackle and roar clearly, the rising susurration of acombustible choir. And till there was not a puff of
smoke to be seen.



"Far out,”" Jon-Tom whispered. He was Starting to swest.

Now the conflagration was close enough for them to see that the rocks themselves were burning. Each
bit of gravel, each smooth-shouldered boulder burst forth with orange-red streamers. Jon-Tom was
dimly aware that behind them Clothahump was holding both handsin the air and reciting arapid-fire
sequence of ancient words.

Moving with preternatural speed, the flames swept down on them. The hegat was intense but not
volcanic. No oné's clothes burgt into flames on his body. No one collapsed from sucking in asingle hot,
suffocating breath. No naturd blaze this, Jon-Tom told himsalf wonderingly. Sorbl wasright about that.

Suddenly the onrushing wall of flame split asthough cleft with an ax. It swung around them, consuming
theland on either sde. The air remained breathable. They were completely surrounded by atowering
wadl of fire

"Grest light show." Jon-Tom mopped at hisface. The perspiration was pouring off him, but it was not
intolerable. He tried to pretend he was lying on the beach at Redondo with the Santa Anabringing in air
from off the Mojave. "What do we do now?"

"To think that not long ago | was worried about getting too cold,” Colin commented, displaying afine
sense of kodashirony. Hed ingtinctively drawn his sword as the fire had approached, holding it tightly in
both hands, the long claws interlocked to intensify his grip. But there was no enemy to stab at here, no
flesh to cleave. He dipped the saber neatly into his back scabbard.

Dormas was more uneasy than any of the them, acharacteristic of her kind. "We can't go forward and
we can't go back. Wizard?"

"I have preserved us. That wasdl | had timeto do," Clothahump told them. "We can do naught but wait
for the perturbation to end and pray it isnot alengthy one. | should not like to have to chance changing it
by force. Naturd fires are difficult enough to spell, and this blaze is anything but natural. The problemiis
that it isexceedingly difficult to convince aflameto hold il for anything, much less adecombustion

spdl.”
"What happens when it ends?' Dormas wanted to know.

"Everything snaps back, aswith any perturbation-unless the effect is permanent, as was the case with
Ospengpri.”

"Y ou mean, trees become trees again, rocks turn back to rock, and anyone caught in the blazeis
restored to norma?"

Clothahump nodded. "Thereis no limit to the tricks a perambul ator can play with the laws of nature. Do
not attempit to apply logic toits actions; you will go mad. It must be defined and dedlt with onitsown
terms™

"Maybe you're not ready to deal withit, Sir, but | can't take much more of thisheat." Jon-Tom was
aready undinging his duar. He eyed Colin. "Y ou wanted proof that | was aspellsinger? Y ou're going to

oetit”

"But, my boy, therisk," Clothahump said earnestly. " One wrong word, one wrong note, and you could
cancel out the protective spdl | put in place around us. We could be swallowed up by thisfiery



perturbation of unknown duration, never to become ourselves again until it istoo late.”

Jon-Tom nodded toward the sun. "The greater fire or the lesser, what's the difference? We might as well
be swallowed up. Were not getting any nearer the perambulator by sitting here and swesting. He who
hesitatesislogt." He thumbed afew chords, the notes clearly audible above the rumble of the imprisoning
flame.

" 'E who playsthe wrong song is screwed,” Mudge warned him.
"Work your magicif you can, man," said Calin. "l am not afraid.”

"That's because you ‘aven't seen wot shit-for-brains 'ere can sing up,” Mudge told him as he backed as
far away from histal friend asthe fire would permit.

Jon-Tom considered. There were plenty of fire songsin his repertoire. Trouble was, most of them, such
asthe old Tire-you're gonnaburn" or "Come on baby, light my fire" were pro-conflagration rather than
anti. It took him severa minutesto recall thelyricsto asuitably dousing ditty. Then he beganto sng and

to play.

The sound of the duar had an immediate effect on the crackling, twisting ocean of heat surrounding them.
Flames big and small shuddered and shrank in time to his beat. But when the song had done and he'd
mouthed thefind stanza, thefirewas dill there.

Closer than there, infact, for part of the blaze appeared to jump toward him. He'd finally gone and done
it, then. Not only had he failed to make the perturbation snap back to normal, he'd canceled
Clothahump's protective spell exactly as the wizard had feared. He spread his arms and prepared himsalf
as best as he could to accept the embrace of the flames.

The red-orange tongue of destruction hated ayard in front of him. "Don't be so melodramatic,” it hissed.
"Weonly want you to join us," crackled another, moving in from theright.

Jon-Tom opened one eye, hisarms still spread wide, and squinted at Clothahump. "Thisis part of the
perturbation?’

"Mogt extraordinary.” The wizard was studying the dancing flames. "1t would appear that the fire has
released the spirits of land and forest, of individua trees and stones. They have taken up resdence in the
blazeitsdlf. Have acare, lest they induce you to join them. If they are attempting to convince you to do
so voluntarily, it must mean that they cannot overcome us by force.”

"Don't worry." A relieved Jon-Tom held his ground againgt the tempting flame and let hisarms drop to
hissides. "l don't even like to hold amatch.”

"Join us, join usl Come and play and burn. Cast off your solid raiment and fed the pleasure of
weightlessness! Run before the wind and devour die world anew! Don't try to best the heat-join it!" the
blaze chorused.

"No, thanks," Jon-Tom told them firmly. "I never was big on conspicuous consumption.”

"Widll, then, sng us another song. Another melody of searing affection, of rampant incineration and fickle
combudtibility.”



"Andif I'm soinclined?' He held his breath. So did his companions.

"Why, then, if you please us, well pass on by and not trouble you any more. Sing to us again and we will
not disturb your rest, much less consume you."

Jon-Tom thought of chalenging them to do their worgt, since it was Clothahump's opinion that the fire
couldn't touch him without hiswilling acquiescence, but it seemed prudent not to force a confrontation
with aforest fire of mgjor and unnatura proportions. Easier to sing al the songs heldd thought of at fird. If
there was such athing as an intelligent blaze, better to be onits good side, he told himsdlf.

So he sang, smoothly and skillfully but without putting any more energy into it than was necessary in case
they were trying to pull afast one on him. He'd sung better but never hotter, leading off with Kisss
"Heaven's on Fire" and concluding with half the songs from Def Lepard's Pyromaniac lbum. Theflames
appeared to appreciate his efforts, jumping and prancing, throwing off bits and pieces of themsdvesinto

the ky.

By now the heat had become truly oppressive. He would have disrobed, save that he didn't dare take
his hands off the duar or his eyes off the intelligent flames dancing before him. At the moment they were
enjoying themsalves, but he didn't doubt that their attitude could change quickly. And he was running out
of saminaaswell as songs.

"I'm getting tired," hetold them. "Couldn't we take a break for alittle while?!

"Oh, no, play on, burn on, dance on!" A thin tongue of flame reached out from the fiery wall and came
within inches of caressing hisright pam. It scorched the smadl hairs on the back of hishand. He jumped
back astep and kept playing. Clearly Clothahump's spell was weakening. Their continued surviva might
depend on his continued Singing.

He was beginning to despair and his throat was getting sore when the flames vanished. Instantly and
without warning they were gone, down to the last smouldering ember. Treeswere trees again, and the
rocks no longer burned. Once more they found themsalves standing amid the cool confines of the
coniferous north woods.

"Sorbl, get up there and let usknow if you can see any flames, anywhereat al.”
Obediently the owl took wing. He did not stay up very long.

"Nothing, Master. Theworld isasit was before the fire. We have snapped back. Nothing burns,
except-" He pointed in arm to hisleft.

The duar was glowing. Jon-Tom did a hystericd little dance as he fought to disengage himself from the
instrument and tossit to the ground. It lay there glowing white-hot but did not burst into flame. Everyone
waited and watched until it had cooled off enough for its owner to pick it up again. The strings were il
warm.

Jon-Tom inspected it thoroughly. "L ooks okay."

"That'sasght,” Mudge commented. "1 know you can overheat an engine, an' adraft anima, an' aparty
or alady, but | never saw anyone overheat an instrument before.”



"Too much singing about fire and burning and flames." He caressed the precious instrument lovingly, then
turned to face Clothahump. "' Sir, you spoke of perturbations that might be aimed at us specificdly. Do
you think thiswas one of those?"

Thewizard consdered. "Difficult to say. | could not sense any unusua maignity, but that is proof of
nothing except how much age has affected my sensitivity. Onething is certain, though. Regardless of
whether or not thiswas intended to stop us or was one more in the series of generd perturbations, it was
more serious than most. As the perambulator's frustration and agitation grows, its perturbations are likely
to become more and more dangerous.

"From now on we must mount a night watch, lest some life-threatening perturbation catch us unawaresin
our deep.”

"I'll takethefirst watch tonight,” Colin volunteered. "I likethe night.”
"I'll 'ave the second,” said Mudge hurriedly. "I'd rather stand early than late.”

Jon-Tom sighed. "'l guess I'm stuck with the graveyard shift. Dormas, I'll wake you when my shift's
done." She nodded agreeably.

It wasn't often that Sorbl had a chance to show off. Thiswas onetime when hedid. "And I, naturdly,
shall stand watch last and longest. Being aBuboninae, | can tolerate the night better than any of you.”

"Provided Dormas keeps a sharp eye on the liquor supply,” Mudge murmured to Jon-Tom. "Wot about
you, Your Brilliantship?”

Clothahump's manner was ever so condescending. "1 am the most powerful wizard in the world, not to
mention the brains of mislittletroop. | do not stand guard over mysdf.”

"That's about wot | thought."
"Watch your tongue, water rat. If you would like to bid to take the leadership of our group, | will-"

"No, no, not me, Y our Conjurerness.” The otter was grinning. "Far be it from meto dispute the fairness
0' your awvesome decisons.”

"When you're going on three hundred years old"-the wizard harrumphed-"you find you require the
maximum amount of deep.”

The next morning dawned clear and cold. Colin yawned, stretched, and spoke to his companions, who
were gtill wragpped in their blankets and bedralls.

"I'll seetothefire
"Y ou couldn't make afire if somebody doused you in oil and stuck atorch between your tegth!”

"What?' The kodarose quickly, turned afast circle. The only other member of the party who was on his
feet was Mudge. The otter was standing on the far side of the central campfire, surveying the forest.

Colin glowered a him. "I'll let that one pass. It'stoo early for this"



"Wot?' Mudge turned and eyed him curioudly.

"Nothing." Colin bent over the pile of dead wood that remained from their scavenging of the previous
night, began to stack severd fragmentsin the center of the pile of gray ash.

Mudge shrugged. "Wot would you like to ‘ave with your meal? Berries, perbits, nuts?'

"Doesn't matter”" came the quick reply. "We have the biggest nut of al in camp dready. Or maybeit'sa
fruit”

The otter whirled. "Now see 'ere, guv'nor, theré's such athing as stretchin' ‘ospitality too far.”

At firgt Colin didn't appear to hear him. Then he looked up to see Mudge staring at him, and his gaze
narrowed dangeroudy. He paused in the middle of lighting thefire. "Areyou talking to me, pilgrim?’

"Y eah, I'm talking to you, cookie-ears. Just what did you mean by that?'
"What did I mean by what?' Colin was as confused as he was upset.

Dormaslifted her head from beneath her blanket, deepily peered out at theworld. "If you two kids are
going to argue, I'd appreciateit if you'd do it somewhere dse. I'm ill working on my beauty deep.”

"And everyone knows how badly you need it, too, nag-hag."

The hinny was ingtantly awake. She rolled over onto her knees and glared around the campsite. "Who
sad that? Where's the bastard who said that?!

Mudge and Colin were too busy trying to stare each other down to pay any attention to her. "If you
don't find our company to your likin' anymore, mate," the otter growled, "well be 'appy to do without
you."

"Actudly | could do without your face. Also your neck, paws, and the rest of your degenerate body. In
fact, the world could do without you atogether.”

"Isthat afact?' The otter reached for his sword.

"Wait aminute." Colin'sanger had given way to genuine puzzlement.
"That'sdl itll taketo teach you some manners, you-" But Colin cut him off.
"No, think aminute, pilgrim. | didn't say anything amoment ago."

"The pudgy oneis correct.” Both of them turned to see Clothahump standing and scanning the air around
them. "Restrain your natural impulses, you two. Thereis mischief afoot thismorning. Up, everyone, wake

up!™
"Huh, wha" Jon-Tom rolled out from benegath his blanket. "What's going on?"
"Get up, Jon-Tom."

Their confrontation aready forgotten, Mudge and Colin were staring down at the spellsinger. "Ishe



adwayslikethis?' Colininquired.

Mudge sighed. "I'm afraid so. 'E's good to 'ave around, as he showed durin’' yesterday's'ot spell, even if
‘eisabit of aprude an’ lazy to boot. But '€saspellsinger o' the first water when '€s on, which ain't
dways"

"I heard that, Mudge." Jon-Tom sat up and fought with his shirt. "Where do you get off calling anybody
delazy?’

the camp?'

"Silence, dl of you," ordered Clothahump in acommanding voice. He turned avay from them and
strolled softly over to the small tree where awary Sorbl till stood watch. "What have you seen gpproach

"Nothing, Master. Nothing has come and gone, not so much asalizard. But-I sense something. | did not
think it worth waking anyone. It has been present only since sunrise.”

Clothahump nodded approvingly. "Good. Y ou are learning suspicion. All those lessons may not have
beeninvain. | senseitdso.”
Jon-Tom climbed to hisfeet, trying to clear hismind and his eyes, which were both il foggy with deep.
"Sensewhat?1 don't see anything.”

The wizard started back toward his deeping basin, was brought up short by a chalenging, sneering

voice. "Where do you think you're going, you senile old fart? Y ou think you're tough because of that
shell. Well, itishard, except for your head, which is soft like aripe tomato.”

"Who said that?" Jon-Tom looked at Mudge. Mudge looked cautioudy at Colin, who returned the stare.
"You didn't insult my fire-making, did you?'

"Of course not, mate. | did nothin' o' the sort. An' you didn't snap at me when | were about to set out on
the mornin'sforagin?'

"No. Why would | do that?'

Clothahump had proceeded on to the far side of the camp when the voice sounded again. " Can't even
walk inagraight line anymore, can you? Advanced decrepitude's definitely set it. Wonder which'll go
first? The brain or the body?"

Thewizard took a couple of steps backward and the voice ceased. "Itisawall," he announced
confidently. The others gaped at him.

"A wal?' Jon-Tom muttered. He looked in front of the wizard, saw nothing but clear air. "But
everything'snorma, everything and everybody are norma. The world's unatered.”

areinacage”

"It isdefinitdly adesgned perturbation,” Clothahump went on, "sent here to stop us. Truly theindividud
we seek isone of power and talent, though his thoughts are distorted and his methods unorthodox. We

"l don't see any bars, Master." Sorbl spread hiswings and lifted off. He was ten feet off the ground
when that by-now familiar voice boomed at him.



"Lookslikeapieplatewithwings."
"No," declared a second voice, a least as nasty asthefirg, "it'saflying feather duster.”

Sorbl was brought up as short, asif hed smacked into aglass celling. He bardly had timeto right himself
as he tumbled groundward, landing hard on hisleft sde. Pushing himsdf upright with awing, he hopped
onto hisfeet and studied the seemingly empty air overhead.

"I am sorry | doubted you, Magter. It wasjust like hitting aroof."
"| till don't see any bars or anything," athoroughly confused Jon-Tom muttered.

"Thisisnot your ordinary sort of cage, my boy. | have seen cages fashioned of wood and cages made of
sted. | have heard of cages built of clay and delicate cages woven of silk. | have even heard of cages
built with the bodies of living crestures. But | have never heard of, read of, or expected to encounter a
cage fashioned of gratuitousinsults.”

"Who said they're gratuitous?' chorused acluster of voices around them. "Every one of ‘'em'swell
deserved.”

"It will not work," Clothahump argued with the air. ™Y ou will never be able to hold us here, nor get usto
fighting among ourselves. We are too intelligent and too diverse agroup. Y our best efforts have aready
faled." Mudge and Colin exchanged an embarrassed glance.

"Sinigter, malign, and loquacious you may be," the wizard went on, "but you are d so directed by an
unbalanced persondity and therefore can have no effect on those of uswho are hedthy.”

"He calls us unbaanced," declared avoice. "Him, who's been senilefor the past fifty years." Thiswas
followed by aroll of sardonic laughter. It faded away with frightening findity, like the door of asafe being
dammed shut.

"Thisisridiculous" Jon-Tom said. "Therés nothing holding us here. All we haveto doiswak away." He
wasn't ready to grant that anything had actualy stopped Sorbl. He started off to hisleft, striding
deliberately toward the nearest trees.

"Think you're pretty smart, don't you, kid?'Y ou know nothing and understand everything. Theturtle
knows everything and understands nothing.”

Jon-Tom bounced off nothing, as though hed walked into a brick fireplace. Nothing was agood, solid,
unyielding word. He reached out with both hands, found that the air in front of him had the consistency of

transparent vinyl.
"Wdl, I'll be damned.”
"| certainly hope s0," said the voice, forcing him back acouple of steps.

"Words can be stronger barriers than metd,” Clothahump told them dl. "It has dways been o, if not
always recognized as such. Thisis one perturbation we cannot outwait. We must find away to break
through it. Insults can be as suffocating as any fire, for dl that they smother the spirit instead of the body."



Jon-Tom grabbed up his cape and duar. "Thisis crazy, and we're getting out of here right now. Mudge
and | have fought our way past djinn, mongters, swamps, evil magicians, and well-meaning muck, and I'm
not going to let afew words stop me." He swung the duar around and began to sing.

But as soon as the music began, so did the voices. "A spellsinger, huh? Y ou've got alot to learn about
music”
"Y eah. For openers, remarks aren't lyrics." Jon-Tom was knocked backward a step.

"Hesngsfor the ages."

"Sure does," agreed another voice. "The ages between five and nine." Jon-Tom felt hisfingerstrembling.
He began to miss notes.

"Obvioudy descended from along ling," said thefirst voice,
"Yep. A long linethat hismother listened to."
Jon-Tom was forced to his knees, and the words caught in histhroat.

"Actudly," declared thefirst voice, "he hasn't any enemy in theworld. And hisfriendsdon't like him,
ether."

At that point Jon-Tom gave up trying to play or sing. He swallowed hard, theinsults catching in his
throat, and rolled over onto his knees as he fought to catch his breath. It had been along time since held
faced magic as powerful and reentless asthis, and never had he been confronted by anything quite as
ingdious. The strength of the perambulator, he knew. How could he counter it with Smple songs, mere
spellsnging? What could you sing to counter an insult?

Rock music was designed to make you fedl good, to raise your spirits, not to knock down. But there
was one kind of rock that was areaction to that, just asit was areaction against any kind of authority,
againg anything worthwhile. Knees shaky, fingers uncertain on the strings, he struggled to hisfeet. Yes,
those were the only kind of lyricsthat might have some efect on the cage of insults. He consdered whom
to begin with: Oxo, Sex Pistals, The Dead Kennedys, Black Flag, or some of the new groups. He began
to fed some of hiscontrol returning aong with his confidence.

Y ou didn't need the haircut to sing punk.

Mudge put his pawsto hisears, and Clothahump's expression reflected his thorough disgust with the
lyrics Jon-Tom was singing. Excellent! It was proof that he was doing exactly what he intended to do.
Like any good punk singer, he was doing his utmost to insult hisaudience.

"What do you think?" wondered the first voice. Jon-Tom tried not to rush hismusic. It seemed that the
cage was tightening around them, restricting their range of movement even further. He staggered but
didnt fal.

"Careful," said the other voice, "he might be dangerous after all.”

"Not achance. He'sasheep in sheep's clothing.”



"Hedngs," rumbled thefird voice, firing aserious salvo, "asif it wereapanful duty.”

Jon-Tom was forced backward. Delivered with precision and perfect timing, each insult struck him likea
physica blow, asany good insult should. Hefdlt like aboxer trying to go the full fifteen rounds, and his
hands were tied to the duar. But he kept singing nonetheless. It was al he knew to do.

And gtill hewas forced back. It wasn't that his punk anthems didn't possess an equa amount of vitriol,
he thought, but the fact that they were blatant and straightforward that made them less effective. There
was nothing subtle about them. He was a barbarian with abattle-ax, trying to fend off the attacks of half
adozen lightning-fast fencers. If he could just get in one solid blow with hismusic, one unparried stab, he
felt certain it would shatter the verba cage contracting around them.

But the insults continued to flow unabated, drawing their strength and power from some unseen well of
acid, out-maneuvering him at every turn. A little jab here, acrude comment on hisbodily functionsthere,
adeprecatory nod in the direction of hisancestry dipping in to stick him from behind before his cruder
counterjabs could have any effect.

"Heisdull," clamed thefirst voice, "naturdly dull, but it must have taken agreat ded of work on his part
for him to have become what we see now. Such excessisnot in nature." Jon-Tom went to his knees.

"He'snot dl that bad,” countered the second voice. "After dl, heis capable of running the full gamut of
musicd emationfromA toB."

Now Jon-Tom was squirming helplessly on hisback, till trying to play the duar, till trying to sing. He
wasfinding it difficult to bresthe.

Anxious faces peering down at him now; hisfriends, their concern reflected in their expressions.

"Take 'er easy now, mate." Mudge glanced up at Clothahump. "Y ou 'ave to do somethin’, Y our
Wizardship. 'E'sin abad way."

"I have never encountered a distortion of redity of this nature before. It isdifficult to know what to do or
whereto begin.”

"Well, / know whereto begin!" yelled Mudge, and he pulled the duar from Jon-Tom's wesakened hands.
"Wait-no." Jon-Tom tried to it up, failed. "Y ou can't, Mudge! Y ou don't know how to spellsing.”

"Spelsingin* ain't wot'swanted 'ere," snapped the otter, "and neither isyour bleedin’ useless magic,
Y our Sorceremess." Mudge looked off-balance since the duar was nearly astall as he was. Somehow he
got it settled in front of him. He ran hisfingers over the double set of strings, and notes, angry and atond,

floated out into the air.
"That's not music," said Dormas.

"Oh, yes, it is. Tisexactly the sort of music thismonstrosity that's surroundin’ us and tryin' to choke us off
will gppreciae.”

"So hethinks he can sing,” said the first voice as the contracting cage turned its attention away from
Jon-Tom.



"Yes," sad the second. "He doesn't redize that all heisdoing isStting in asewer and getting ready to
contributeto it.”

"Isthat afact?' yelled the otter. "Well, 'ave acare an’ ligen to this, you invisible, impolite, perturbed
asgole”

The otter began to sing. The accompaniment the duar provided was nothing less than awful, but what
mattered was not the ragged series of notes but rather the lyrics Mudge invented. For while Jon-Tom
might be the spellsinger and Clothahump the wizard, when it came to concocting insults, Mudge had no
equal inthisworld or in any other.

A kind of wave went through the atmosphere of the camp. A shudder, as though they had just passed
through acloud.

The oppression lifted from Jon-Tom, enabling him to St up straight. The pain insde his skull began to
fade.

The voices fought back furioudy, though for thefirgt time, Jon-Tom thought they sounded just the
dightest bit hestant.

"A foul mouth and getting fouler.”
"Theair around himis as he does."

"|sthat the best you can do?' Mudge howled on, enjoying himsdlf, letting hisanger spill out of him. "An"
you cdl yourselvesinsults? Y ou wouldn't know shit if you were standin’ init!"

Jon-Tom found he could stand. He was wincing repeatedly, not from the insulting blows that had been
rained on him previoudy but from the screeching, wailing sounds the abused duar was producing. Mudge
might have fooled with alyre or some other stringed instrument before, but the complexity of the duar
was clearly beyond him. And yet the noise he was making, though bearing the same resemblance to
music that a diamond does to a cowflop, seemed to be aiding instead of hindering his offensve efforts.

"Y our master should 'ave gresat fortune,” the otter sang. " 'E should become rich an' famous an'’ attractive,
with al theworld bowin' before 'im. An' ‘e should learn a the same time that 'e 'as some ‘orrible
uncurable disease.”

A blast of diseased wind rocked the camp, sending ashes flying from thefire. It was alast feeble attempt
to whip them into submission, and it failed. Mudge was dready beyond the origina barrier, striding
toward the trees as though stalking an unseen enemy. Which was exactly what he was doing.

"Go ahead, go ahead," squesked the voice, desperatdly attempting to regain the offensive, "tdll us
everything you know. It won't take long.”

Mudge sang back at it. "I'll tell you everythin' we both know-it won't take any longer!"
"If I had to listen to singing like yours much longer," moaned the remaining voice, "1'd poison you."
"If | "ad to listen to you much longer,” Mudge barked glefully, "I'd takeit!"

When the otter stopped strumming the duar, there was silence, save for the wind blowing through the



trees. Nothing more, not aveiled comment, not a sound. The heavy, oppressive feding that had crowded
them into asmdler and smdler place was gone.

"Done aready, you cowardly lot? Y ou can dish it out, wot, but you can't takeit. I'm just gettin' warmed
up, | am." He plucked at the duar. "Y ou think you've ‘card insults? Y ou 'aven't ‘card any insults. I've got
an insult for every day I've been dive and afew brought forward from prenatal eaves-droppin'.”

"Mudge, it'sover, you did it. Y ou broke the cage and droveit off."

"Oh, right you are, lad." He handed over the duar. "'l wanted to make sure. | did well, didn't 17?7
Jon-Tom smiled down at hisfriend. "Mudge, it was positively inspiring.”

"Aye." The otter drew himself up proudly. "Aye, it were, weren't it? A day to remember.”

"And alot of wordsto forget," said Clothahump. "It iswholly characteristic of this expedition that we
should require rescue by athersitica water rat. It is one more example of the unpredictability of the
enemy we seek. We must be on guard for everything, including that which we cannot imagine. Had |
moretime, | would have managed to defeat this most recent adversary by more conventiona and
congenid means.”

"Sure you would, Your Lordship,” said Mudge. Jon-Tom hastened to step between them.
"I've listened to enough insults for one morning. Let's get our gear together and be on our way."

Asthey were packing to depart Jon-Tom strolled over to confront Mudge curioudy. "Tell me something,
Mudge. If what you'd sung, and | use the word hesitantly, hadn't done the trick, what else did you havein
your repertoire? What's the worst insult you could have thrown againgt the cage?”

"Why, that's easy, mate."

Jon-Tom bent low. The otter cupped a paw to hislips and whispered in the man's ear. Jon-Tom listened
intently, nodding from time to time, his expression twisting. Eventualy the otter concluded his recitation
and returned to his packing. As he did so there was a sudden rumble underfoot. Mudge jumped one
way; Jon-Tom backpedaled and stumbled.

Fortunately the crevass, after splitting the earth between them for about ayard, ceased expanding. Man
and otter crawled to the edge of the chasm and peered down into black depths that seemed to extend for
miles. They could fed the heat rising from below, and the thick aroma of sulfur filled the air.

Mudge lifted his eyesto meet Jon-Tom's stare. "Crikey, mate, | 'ad no ideait were that insultin'.” Rising,
he retreated a couple of steps and, while Jon-Tom held his breath, sprinted forward and legpt across the
bottomless gap. Mudge turned to ook back at the rift he'd opened in the earth's crust.

"| don't understand, mate. I've mounted me share o' insults before and not one of 'em ever 'ad aresult
likethis"

"Thelingering power of the duar'smusic,” Clothahump explained. "It will fade. Y ou did well, though if
any unusua ability might have been expected of you, the one you demonstrated was agppropriate and
unsurprigng.”



"Can't even give me acompliment when 'tisdue, the old fart,” Mudge grumbled. "l save'isarse, save
everyone's, and that's mereward. Well, '€l see. The next time trouble comes, you won't find old Mudge
leapin’ to the rescue. No, sir. Not by the thickness of a cat's whisker you won't.

"That's just Clothahump'sway, Mudge." Jon-Tom tried to calm hisfriend. "Y ou ought to know that by

"That'strue, lad. That's'is way-sdlfish, contemptuous, an' overbearin'. Me, I'm glad I'm no wizard if
that's the personality that goeswithiit."

"Just don't utter any absolutes. We're not out of this yet, you know."

"Isthat supposed to be arevelation, mate? I'm never out of it so long as1'm forced to 'ang around you
and 'ls Snotness. Well"-he took a deep breath-"we 'andled 'isforest fire and we 'andled ‘isfarkin' insults.
If that's the wordt this 'ere madman can throw againgt us, we should ‘ave asmple enough time of it settin'
the perambulator free."

"I hopeyou'reright, Mudge." Jon-Tom turned his gaze toward the northern mountains. "But we still have
to worry about the perambulator itself. Somehow | have the fedling that everything we've experienced so
far isjust aforetaste of what it can do.”

Sorbl had spotted a pass cutting through the first line of pesks, and they were climbing toward it. After
weeks of marching through endless forest it was cheering to have avisible god in sight. Having walked
for morethan ayear, it was difficult to keep the excited Colin from sprinting out ahead of them.

"Sowly and carefully go," Clothahump warned him. "The nearer we get, the greater the danger. He
knows now that we are coming for him. The cage of deadly insults hetried to trap uswith is proof
enough of that."

"I'm not afraid, Wise One. | don't care what form he takes or what obstacles he triesto put in our path.
I've comelong and far, and | can taste the moment when | put my sword through the throat of this crazed
troublemaker. He's brought so much unpleasantness and discomfort upon the world.”

"Weare not yet certain our adversary isa'he," Clothahump reminded the koala, "nor even if it inhabitsa
familiar form. There may be no throat to tick.”

"You can bet I'll find an appropriate place to stick it, sorcerer.” As he spoke, the turtle next to him was
beginning to change. "Beware, friendd It's hgppening again!™
"The world looks the same," Sorbl argued.

"No, | canfed it coming too." Clothahump spread hisarmswide. "Be at ease. No one panic. We have
survived and overcome every perturbation to date, and we shall survivethisone aswell.”

Had he known what was coming, it's doubtful the wizard would have voiced such confidence, for this
was a perturbation so severe and unsettling, it seemed certain to drive them al mad before the world
snapped back to redlity again. All were affected. All save one.

Jon-Tom was not changed at dl. Throughout the entire transformation he suffered nothing more than a
momentary nausea. And while he could understand his companions distress from a philosophical



standpoint, it was hard for him to empathize with their metamorphosis.
"Oh, God," Dormas moaned, "thisistoo much! I-I don't think | can handleit.”

"Easy, steady there." 1t was clear Clothahump himself, despite his brave and defiant words of amoment
ago, was more than alittle shaken by the change that overcame them. "I know it's bad, but we've come
through worse."

"No, we havent,” cried Sorbl. "Master, thisisterrible! | can't fly. I've lost my wings completely and |
have these thingsinstead.”

Indeed there was something particularly heart-wrenching about an earthbound owl, though Sorbl was no
more or |less severely dtered than any of the others.

"As'eaven isme witness," Mudge was muttering disconsolately, "if | gets back me old sdf again, I'll
never complain at wot fate 'asin store for me. I'm one with Dormas on this, Y our Sorcerership. | don't
know 'ow long | can stand it."

"We have no choice," Clothahump told them grimly. "We have to stand it-somehow." He stood there
gritting histeeth, initsalf aremarkable circumstance since turtles do not have teeth. But Clothahump had
them now. So did Sorbl.

"Come on now." Jon-Tom tried his best to cheer them. "It'snot dl that bad. If you'l just try relaxing, you
might find yoursalves getting used to it."

"I'm gonnadiefor sure," Dormas moaned. Her toughness and resilience had deserted her in the face of
this newest nightmare.

"Get used to this?' said Colin. "'I'd sooner pluck out my eyes so | wouldn't haveto look at myself.”

"Yes, it'seasy for you to stand there camly and mouth platitudes,” said awhimpering Sorbl. "Y ou arentt
suffering aswe are suffering.”

That much wastrue, Jon-Tom had to admit. Demonstrating an extraordinary and unprecedented
selectivity, the perturbation had |eft him untouched, whereas his friends had been radically dtered.
Clothahump could now grit histeeth because for thefirgt timein hislife he had some. Sorbl was having to
adjust to abody without wings. Asfor poor Dormas, she had to fed asif her whole skeleton had been
wrenched sideways. It was a change they had been threatened with as children, and now they were
experiencing it for redl. Their worst nightmares had cometrue.

Each and every one of them had been turned into (it was almost too awful to say aoud) ahuman being.

Therewas Clothahump, holding his ground while furioudy trying to recal some spell, any spdll, that
might restore them to their real salves. He had been transformed into a short old man with along white
beard, long hair, and adightly smdler set of ax-sided spectacles. He wore canvas pants and atan safari
jacket full of pockets. Only the eyes were the same, staring out from benegath abrow of hair instead of
shdl.

Next to him astrapping lady of fifty-five swayed avkwardly on her feet. She was six feet tall. Dormas
hadn't been broken by her pack load because it, too, had been changed, shrunk down to asingle
backpack, which hung from shoulder straps. Her hair was short and black, and her handsome, if terrified,



face was lined and deeply tanned.

Then there was a short, dim teenager whose eyes darted wildly in al directions. Once he turned and ran
toward anearby tree while flapping hisarms, until he realized anew that he was incapable of flight. The
look in hisyedllow eyeswas piteous to behold. Colin tried to comfort the distraught Sorbl. The koaas
attire was little changed from what held been wearing before the perturbation had struck. Black legther
and metal studs, though altered to fit the body of afullback. He stood five-nine and must have weighed a
good two hundred and twenty pounds, Jon-Tom guessed, and al of it muscle. A perfect human analog of
thelittle koda. He a so had the face of amovie villain and eyesthat glittered. It would have been an
entirdy intimidating personageif not for the retention, dbelt furless, of grosdy oversze ears.

And then therewas Mudge. A man in hismid-thirties, thin and wiry. He wore his green cap and carried
sword and longbow, both lengthened to fit his human form. Very impressivein his transformation, except
for thefear in hisface and the disgust in hisvoice.

"Thisisbloody awful, just bloody awful." He held out both arms and had to fight to keep from shaking
uncontrollably. "L ook at this sickening, naked flesh. Not a'int o' fur anywheres." He twisted around to
look behind him. "An' no proper tail, either. Nothin'. A void where an expression ought to be." He gazed
pleadingly a Clothahump. "Tel usthisain't goin' to last much longer, Sr."

"Y ou are no more anxious for areturn to normalcy than |, water rat. If you fed naked and unprotected,
congder for amoment the emotions| am experiencing.”

"It'sindecent,” Colin inssted. "Damn indecent. Enough to make astrong koaacry.”

"Weve got to do something," Dormasinssted. Her voice was clear, the phrasing e egant and little
changed from her normd tone. "If | haveto stay like thismuch longer, I'll go crackers. | keep wanting to
st down on al foursasisright and proper, and this body doesn't work like that. Look at these useless
littlethings." She displayed first her right arm, then the left. " Put the dightest upper body pressure on them
and they'll break, 1 know they will. The rest of you can go on about losing alittle fur, but what about me?
| can't even walk properly.”

"What about me, what about these?' The teenager shook hisarmsat her. "Bats are naked, too, but at
least they can fly. I'm grounded.” He started to sob.

"Takeit easy," Jon-Tom urged them. "WEell be changing back soon.”

"Aye, an' wot if we don't?' Jon-Tom had to admit it was unsettling to find himsdf standing eyeto eye
with aswarthy older man and hear Mudge's familiar voice issuing from histhroat. It was nothing but a
man standing before him. There wasn't a hint of whisker or fur about the man'sface, and yet he knew it
was Mudge. In addition to that unmistakable voice, there were the eyes, blue and chdlenging. It was
fascinating to watch him move. Therewere dl of Mudge'slittle gestures and affectations, being played
back at three-quarter speed.

"We can't day like thismuch longer, mate. Anintelligent mind can take only so much.”

"l amtrying," Clothahump said earnestly. "I have been trying for the past several minutes, but it isdifficult
to design the parameters of aspell with dl of you moaning and blabbering at once."

"It doesn't bother me." Jon-Tom plucked idly, thoughtfully, at his duar.



Mudge hastened to put arestraining hand on hisfriend'swrist. "Be careful, lad. Don't screw this one up.
Make this perturbation's effects permanent and you'll ‘ave at least one death on your ‘ands, because I'll
surely kill mesdlf if I'm forced to occupy this obscene guise forever.”

"Don't worry, Mudge. Hey, I'm hot. Remember how | handled the fire?!

"Aye, and dmost got yoursdlf cooked in the bargain. Mess this spellsong up and I'll barbecue you
mesdlf." He removed his hand. "Bugger methough if | ain't curiousto see wot sort o' song you can come
up with to counter a catastrophe like this."

"Go ahead, my boy," Clothahump urged him. ™Y ou might aswell make the attempt. | am as
uncomfortable with the present circumstances as anyone el se. With my thoughts as unsettled asthey are,
itisdifficult to think clearly.”

"I'll take care with thelyrics," he assured the wizard. So he would-if he could think of some. Mudge had
apoint. Their present Situation was not one your average performer would think about when Sitting down
to compose asong.

Something he'd picked up while poking around the Department of Ethnic Music might work, but he'dd
taken that course years ago and didn't exactly practice African chants or Indonesian gamelan tunes daily.
That wasn't the kind of music likely to put him on Billboard's Top 100. His rock repertoire was
considerably more extensive and up-to-date, but for the life of him he couldn't recall anything that related
even vaguely to changing humansinto animals. Not that the lyrics had to be that precise. Ashe'd learned,
it wasthefed of the song, the driving emotion behind it that mattered most of all when onewas

spdlsnging.

There was one song that might accomplish what the perambulator had aready done. Suppose he sung
the lyrics backward? Crazy-but no crazier than their present predicament. He knew the song well
enough, cleared histhroat, and began to play.

It didn't sound right, but neither was hisfriends situation. Perhaps that was appropriate. Certainly
something was, for as he passed the halfway point, there was ashudder in the air, that familiar quessiness
inhisbdly, and a sudden haziness before his eyes, like waking up dowly on a Sunday morning. He kept
snging, wanting to finish the song, and when he concluded with the opening stanza and emerged from that
wonderful performer'strance, he saw with relief that it had worked exactly as he'd hoped. The
perturbation had been reversed and everything had snapped back to normd. Hisfriends were hisfriends
once more.

"Mée! I'mmeagan!" Mudge yelped as he jumped two feet into the air. He ran hisfingersthrough his
thick brown fur. "I'll never knock bein' meself ever again." He was prancing around like the kid who'd
just discovered held won the special dessert at the school picnic.

Dormas had been restored to her powerful, four-legged form. "Disgusting experience. What did you
sing, young one?'

"Rick Springfield song-"We All Need the Human Touch' -only | sang it backward. Worked aswell as|
could've hoped." He beamed at his restored companions.

Clothahump had his shell back. Sorbl was dready inthe air, driving through dives and barrel rolls. Colin
flexed his short, muscular arms, wiggled his oversize ears, and rubbed his damp black nose.



"Much better, Spellsnger.” He frowned a Jon-Tom. "Uh-oh. My friends, we've got ourselves another
problem. | guess we ought to have expected it."

"Damn," said Mudge, Staring in the same direction asthe koda, "do you think well ever befree o' this
thing'sinddious effects, Y our Wizardness?'

Clothahump, too, was gazing with interest at the center of attention. "Not until wefind it and freeit from
itsprison.”

Jon-Tom tried to turn and look in the same direction as hisfriends, until it occurred to him that they were
not staring past him but a him. At the same time he became aware that something was il not quite right.
He swallowed. His spellsong had done everything he'd asked of it-and more.

Mudge studied him critically, lips pursed, hands on furry hips. "Wdll, Y our Lordship, wot arewe goin' to
do about this?'

Standing there before them and looking very forlorn indeed was atal, very dim howler monkey. It wore
Jon-Tom'sindigo shirt and lizardskin cape and boots, and it held tightly to the duar. Looking down at
himsdlf, Jon-Tom took note of hislong arms and curving, prehensletail. He flexed his mouth, feding the
thick curving lips and the sharp caninesinsde.

"That were some spellsong, mate," the otter told him sympathetically.

"Persondly | think he looks better thisway," said Colin. He stepped forward and drew his sword.
Jon-Tom retreated a step. "Hey, | can't look that bad, can 17"

"Y ou deserve to see yoursdlf asyour friends see you." The koala held the highly polished blade upright.

Jon-Tom gazed into the narrow mirror thus presented for his use. Hisjaw dropped when he got a
glimpse of himslf. It dropped quite aways, in fact, much farther than any human jaw could have falen.

"Oh, my God. What have | done?'

"Right by us," Mudge said, "but maybe not so good by yoursdlf.”

Jon-Tom continued to stare at the reflection in the (flat of Colin's sword. Hed gone and doneit for sure
thistime) Until now the only one who'd ever been able to make amonkey out of him had been an
attractive senior in hismorning class on torts. She'd stood him up twice on successive weekends. Now
he'd managed to better her efforts, physicaly aswell asmentally.

"I've got to try to sng myself back."

"Wait aminim, mate. Y ou can't use that same song again or you're liable to put the rest of usright back
to where we were before.”

"But that's the only appropriate song | know."
"Then you will haveto try something ese, my boy," Clothahump told him. "My powers are usdessin this

matter. | cannot help you. Only you can help you. But you must figure out away to help yourself without
harming us. Thet isonly right.”



"I know, but I've used so many songs. I'm tired, and I'm sick of these damn changes. | don't know what
edsetosng.”

"Youll find somethin', mate." Mudge tried to encourage hisfriend. "Y ou dwaysdo. Just try Sngin',
maybe, and you'l likely ‘it on the right tune.”

"l don't know. It seems awfully haphazard.”

But he didn't know what else to do. He didn't want to change his friends back into their unbearable
human shapes any more than he wanted to remain askinny simian with his knuckles dragging on the
ground. There seemed no way out. Maybe Mudge was right. Maybe he should just sing whatever came
to mind, whatever pleased him the most. He never felt more whole, more complete, than when he was
snging. Maybe that was dl it would take.

It was so damned unfair, though. Redlly, he was nothing but an ordinary and not too bright law student
and would-be rock musician misplaced in time and space, and here these people kept expecting him to
perform miracles. Which held done, time and time again, to help out this one or the other.

Now, when he was the one in need of assistance, what did they suggest? That he help himsdlf. They
couldn't do adamn thing for him. All right, then, he could damn well help himsalf, and to blazeswith this
whole unsettled, unnatura world!

He swung the duar around across his chest, clutching it to him with thoseimpossibly long arms. His
attenuated fingers easily spanned both sets of strings as he began to sing. So involved was hein hisown
pique, so mesmerized by hishonest fury that he forgot just what held turned into.

Thereisnothing in the anima kingdom that has the proportionate lung power of ahowler monkey. It has
avoicethat carriesfor miles, over mountains and across dense forest. Backed by the duar and combined
with the anger Jon-Tom was fedling, the resultant explosion of sound was magnified and sharpened by

the magic of hisspdlsnging.

So what emerged from his throat was not a passionate pleafor restoration so much asit wasaprimal
concussion, asound so raw and powerful that Mudge and Clothahump, who happened to be standing in
theline of lyrica fire, were blown off their feet. The wizard retreated into his shell. Dormas was knocked
to her knees. Sorbl ingtinctively took to the air, only to find himsdf fighting for balance in the grasp of the
small hurricane Jon-Tom was producing. It blew him up over the trees and out of sght down thefar sde
of thehill.

None of this made any impression on Jon-Tom. Asfar as he was concerned, he was singing normdly,
generating the same volume as usua, because that was how his howler voice sounded to hishowler ears.
And asadways, when concentrating on his spellsnging with particular intendty, he sang with hiseyes
closed. Mudge tried to et him know what was going on by shouting at him, but the otter couldn't make
himself heard over the storm.

Dormas turned her back on the raging music while Colin and Mudge dug their claws into the ground and
hung on for deer life. Sorbl sensibly stayed out of sight behind the hill while Clothahump remained
bottle-up like abarrdl. At least two landdides roared down the dope ahead of them, and one especially
heartfelt refrain flattened a stand of treesfor four hundred yardsin astraight linein front of Jon-Tom's

lips



Findly there was nothing more to sing, no more musical pleading to do. Jon-Tom's throat was sore from
the effort held put into his performance. Wiping dirt and leaves from their faces and clothes, Colin and
Mudge dowly got to their feet. Sorbl peeped hesitantly through the trees while Clothahump stuck his
head out of hisshell.

Jon-Tom was himsdlf again, and so were they. He looked a bit bewildered as he peered past hisfriends.
"When did the wind come up?"'

"When you opened your mouth, lad." Mudge clapped him on the shoulder, having to stand on tiptoesto
do so. "The particular kind o' ape you were for awhile there 'ad avoice that would've put asmall
volcano to shame. | should o' thought o' wot that might do when matched with your spellsingin’ ability.
When | did, it weretoo late. All therest o' us could do was 'ang on an' 'ope you wouldn't sing us ‘afway
back to Ospengpri. | think 'tisamite safer 'avin' you just asyou are, defurred an' 'uman 'an al."

Clothahump was trying to shake the dust out of his shell. "There can be such athing as too much useful
magic." He gazed past his companions, toward the pass that was their immediate destination. "Onething
more we can be certain of. There can no longer be any doubt that our quarry is aware we are coming.
All of the north woods must have heard that noise.” The dust from the landdides was il settling on the
flanks of the pass up ahead.

Jon-Tom was enjoying being himsalf once again. He looked down at his tanned bare arms and naked
fingers, at the short, unfunctiona nails. Turning them over, he ingpected the pale, furless pamsthat had
been cdlused by the time held spent in thisworld. Y es, he was glad to be human again.

And yet he couldn't help but wonder at the musical worlds he might have conquered had he been ableto
change back while il retaining that incredible smian voice. He could have outsung an amplified choir.
Then again, avoice that stimulated landdidesinstead of an audience might not be such agood idea. With
such avoice, the old show business adage about bringing the house down might acquire anew and lethal
meaning.

Xl

Coalin had to force himself to dow down. Excitement kept pushing him out ahead of the others. It was
just that after more than ayear of wandering, he was now closeto hisgod.

The character of the forest was changing, for which hewas grateful. He was sick of evergreens and
longed for the swest, deciduous woods of home. The treeslooming up just ahead were dmost familiar.
Instead of being thick and deeply scarred, their bark wasthin and pae gray in color. Long strips of it
peded off the trunk and collected around the base of the tree. They had leaves, too, instead of the
ubiquitous needles. Long, thin leaves shaded a pale green. The grove ahead even smelled different.

Then hiseyes grew very wide. It couldn't be. It wasimpossible for such treesto live thisfar north. Y et
there they stood, straight and beckoning. Their ddlicious, digtinctive aromacould not be faked.

Awarethat hed moved out in front again, he shrugged off hisknapsack and let it tumble indifferently to



the ground. His companions would catch up to him soon enough, he knew. He added his saber and
scabbard to the pile. Then he rushed forward asfast as his bandy legs would carry him.

Soon he was standing next to the nearest of the trees, caressing the trunk, the long strips of peeled bark
splintering benesth hisfeet. Using his claws, he shimmied rapidly up the trunk, then walked out onto the
lowest branch capable of supporting hisweight. His hand was shaking as he pulled free a handful of the
digtinctive, narrow leaves and shoved them raw into his mouth.

As he chewed, a subtle sensation of heavenly peace and well-being began to spread through his body.
His eyes shut hadfway as he devoured the superlative mouthful, but he could still see the ranks of trees
climbing the southern hillside, ranging far up toward the pesks themsalves.

For akodaasingle grove of such tall wonders was dl anyone could hopeto own in alifetime. Here was
an entire forest growing wild on unclaimed land. Paradise, and afortune for the claiming. He plucked
another handful, being more sdective thistime, extracting the dead or blighted |eaves before stuifing the
rest into hismouth. Crossing hislegs, he sat down on the branch, put his hands behind his head, and
leaned back against the trunk as he chewed while staring up at the blue, blue sky.

His dried-and-cubed eucalyptus had run out months ago. Since then he'd been forced to eat whatever
greenery held been able to scrounge from the woods. His stomach had been constantly upset, and eating
became a chore instead of a pleasure. Beans, nuts, and pine needles were little better than garbage.

And now he sat on abranch of the True Tree, nibbling its bounty and reminiscing. And planning. For al
he had to do was package this produce and ship it back home. Within ayear held be independently
wedlthy. A third handful of leavesfollowed close on the stems of thefirst two. For the firgt timein months
he was ableto relax.

The sweeping panorama of endless, rolling meadow struck Dormas like asolid blow asthey turned a
bend in thetrail. There had been no warning. They had been marching through tall pine forest, tramping
around bushes, and shoving aside low-hanging branches, only to emerge unexpectedly onto the open
grasdand.

No norma meadow this. Y ou could tell that right away. There were no trees enclosing it, none at al, and
in consequence it stretched endlessy in dl directions, conceding not even the horizon to the lowering sky.
Moreincredible ill, it was compaosed not of sedge and other grasses but of multiple varieties of clover.
There wasred clover and blue-green, dandelion clover and seven-sided shaboum, which has a nutty
taste when chewed dowly. The air was thick with green sweetness.

Most unbdievably of dl, the consstency and height of the clover hinted that thiswasthat rarest of all
grassands, avirgin meadow. No teeth had cropped at that rain-cleansed greenness. It was such a
meadow as browsers and grazers only dream of.

She broke into agalop, not dowing even when she plunged into the fragile growth itsdf. It parted
around her like agreen seaaround the prow of a ship until she dowed, panting, and finally bent to use
her teeth on therich reward. Thefirst taste was indescribably pure.

Here was a playground unthought of since colthood, a placeto rest and regain the strength lost during
the long journey from Ospenspri. Shelay down in the clover, rolling and kicking her legs, drunk with the
very smell of it. Every taste was cool-fresh, as though each blade had just been kissed by thefirst
morning's dew. The occasond pungent clover flower only added spice to each exquisite mouthful.



The blossoms crushed undernesth gave up their spring perfumeto the air. Such a place could not be
redl, could not exist.

But it did, and she had it dl to hersdlf, areward for alifetime of hard work and ennobling sacrifice.

Flying scout duty, Sorbl couldn't quite believe what he was seeing. Below, the trees gave way suddenly
to awide expanse of golden-hued liquid. Thelakelay just beyond the pass his poor land-bound
companions were struggling through, nestled in the valey beyond.

At the far end it was a deep azure blue. But the southern third was no more than afoot deep, clear as
glass above a bottom of smooth pebbles and pristine river sand. Swarming in incredible numbers above
the gravel were more fish than hedd ever seenin one placein hislife. The schools fought for swimming
space, S0 thickly were they compacted. He picked out salmon and trout, bass and blue gill, their scales
shining likemetd inthe midmorning sun.

There was no work involved, no strain. Precision was not required. Y ou didn't even haveto tekeaim as
you folded your wings and plummeted toward the water. All you had to do was open your talons and
touch down to be certain of coming away with afresh med of white mest.

Nor wasthat the only surprise thelake held. It puzzled him at firgt, then confused him, and when he hit
the water and snatched hisfirgt figh, it astonished him.

The water splashed over him as he swept up the golden trout in his claws. It washed down over hisface
and feathers. That was when he knew it to be true. It explained the lake's golden hue.

Putting the trout aside for later eating, he hopped down to the water's edge. A single sip provided
confirmation enough. Fidds of wild grain lined the lakeshore. Some inexplicable fermenting process had
transformed centuries of grain growth, and the result had been leaching into the lake waters ever since.
How the fish could not only survive but thrive in the result he didn't know, but who was he to question
such awonder?

For the undeniable fact remained that the water was at least eighty-proof, and stronger in the shallows.
Furthermore, different parts of the lake had different flavors, no doubt reflective of the particular grains
growing aong each section of shoreline. It wasjust like the master's cleansing rainstorm over Ospenspri,
only here one didn't have to catch dropsin one's open beak. Here one could sample and sip at leisure.

He drank until he thought he would burgt, then returned to hisfish. Settling down on histail, he hefted the
trout in both wingtips and began gnawing away. Time enough later for cooking, if hefelt like some
variety. Theraw flesh was ddicious, firm, and undiseased.

Why spend years of drudgery as awizard's famulus when afortune was staring him in the face? He
would resign his service with Clothahump, fly back to Lynchbany or Ospenspri, and strike aded with
some major local brewer to bottle the lake and sdll it dl across the warmlands. Asthe discoverer, al he
had to do wasfile aland claim with the nearest city recorder. He and his partners could supply every pub
inthe Bellwoods. He dl but laughed himself slly as he thought of the anxiety and frustration that would
infect the various municipa revenue agents asthey wore themsalvesto afrazzlein afutile search to locate
his hidden "digtillery" so they could dap taxes on his produce.

And when heldd grown rich enough, he mused, he would hire Clothahump to work for him.

Therewas no way of telling how long the Library had been hidden from view, but it had obvioudy lain



unvisited for along time. Vines and creepers threaded their way over and through the ancient stone walls.
Trees sent their roots through the foundation stones, and their spreading canopies conceded the building
from above. It would have continued unnoticed had not Clothahump chosen just the right moment to look
up to hisleft. Hed caught aglimpse of sunlight bouncing off neatly trimmed gray stone.

Frowning, he turned and waddled toward it. He recognized neither what remained of the architectural
style nor the designs carved over the dtill-intact door. The nature of the Structure remained amystery until
he managed to force hisway insde. Fortunately the aged doors were rotten.

The dght thusreveded took his breath away. A Library it was, with row on row of shelvesfilled to the
top with scrolls and books and al kinds of unfamiliar records. There were sheets and small round disks
of plagtic, each in its own protective deeve; knotted ropes; and inscribed stone tablets. The morefragile
materias had been preserved through the extensive use of superlative preservatives.

What people had raised this Library and set it here alone and by itsdf to be found by some fortunate
passerby he could not tell, but it was clear that they had built for the ages. He wandered dazedly down
one aide after another, numbed by the sight of so much knowledge. Unbroken cases of thick glasslined
the center of thefloor, displaying beneath their transparent curves tomes as ancient astime. Some of the
shelving was three stories high. Three separate mezzanines wound their way completely around the
interior of the building. Each was backed by iron railings worked in the form of hieroglyphic writing. The
building itsalf was so long, he could not seeto thefar end.

How much knowledge was stored in this place? he wondered. How many secrets of the eons?
Impossible to estimate, foolish to guess. It would take years Smply to count and catal og the millions of
volumes within. Where even to begin?

Anindex of somekind, perhaps set alongside agreat dictionary of languages and scripts. There must be
something like that here, he thought excitedly. He headed toward thefirst of the glass cases, trembling
with anticipation. All he had to do was locate the Library catalog. Within its depths would lie the answers
to dl the questions held spent nearly three hundred years pondering. The mysteries of the universe waited
patiently on the shelves surrounding him, waiting only for him to look them up.

Another lifetimeswork lay spread out before him. The books and records had been awaiting hisarriva
for millennia. If he was fortunate he would be granted enough time to peruse asmal part of the Library. It
was adaunting prospect but one bursting with promise and excitement. He knew only that there was
work to be done, and hefel to it with awill.

They'd gone and oversold the Coliseum, Jon-Tom mused as he strode out onto the stageto join his
band. As he made his entrance athunderous roar rose from the unseen crowd, from the milling mass out
there beyond the footlights. The roar rose and fell, swollen by the hysteria barely kept in check out on the
floor. It went on and on before changing into a deafening chant as thousands of fans began clapping in
unison.

"JT-M, JT-M, JT-M!" Jon-Tom'sinitials and those of his band. He let them scream themselves out,
teasing them, in no hurry to begin, waiting for them to cool down enough to hear. Offstage right their
manager grinned broadly and made a circle with histhumb and forefinger. Jon-Tom returned the smile

indulgently.

Thiswasthe lagt performance of their year-and-a-half-long world tour, the last of eight consecutive
sdlout nights at the Forum in Los Angeles. Bobby, his drummer, eyed him with concern, and Jon-Tom
gave him asingle reassuring nod. The drummer could only shake his head in amazement. Friends, critics,



and fans alike wondered where J. T. got his staminafrom, just asthey wondered at his ability to do the
same songs over and over, night after night, without displaying any signs of boredom or burnout. The
whole music industry stood in awe of him.

And redlly, the secret of hisenthusiasm was plain for anyone to see. He no longer sang for the money.
He had plenty of money. Nor for fame, for he was afamous as any performer could be. No, he kept
singing because of the fans, the fans who had supported him and made him what he was today. Tonight
was specid, and not just because it wasthe fina night of the tour. It was specia because of the fans.

The Grammy awards had been handed out two weeks ago, and hed won more individua awards than
any other performer in history. The fans had done that for him. Now there was talk, nothing more than
vague rumors, of course, that because of the penetrating and powerful socid commentary contained in his
lyrics, the Nobd committee in Stockholm was giving serious consideration to awarding him a specid
prize. It would be the first time a popular composer and performer had been so honored. The Pulitzer for
music, he had been assured, was aready in the bag. And, of course, the minority party was asking him,
or rather pleading with him, to put his career asde long enough to run for the vacant junior senatorial seat
from the state of Cdifornia

Y es, it might have seemed like enough to overwhelm any one man, but not JonathanThomas
Meriweather. He handled success and adulation with the same ease as he handled his favorite guitar.
Though he basked in hisfame, he was till just the same regular guy as dways, held explained to the
hordes of eager reporters who kept pestering him for quotable quotes.

Ah, well, he supposed, he/d tantalized them long enough. He adjusted the Fender's strap, nodded
toward his sdemen, and waited while Bobby started to work the crowd up al over again with his drums.
A vast wave of adoration rolled forth from the audience to sweep over the agein agreet roar.

Y es, everything was going about as well as mortal man could expect, he told himsdf. Hed accomplished
everything on thistour he could have hoped to do. No one knew yet, but tonight would be hislast live
performance. He was going to accept the offer to run for the vacant senatoria seet.

But something was not quite right. The strings of his guitar felt thin beneath hisfingers. They seemed to
stick, and there were more of them than there should have been. They ran the wrong way too. It didn't
seem to bother the crowd, which continued bellowing and screaming louder than ever, but it unnerved
Jon-Tom. He turned his back on them, |etting Bobby and Julio carry the opening overture while he fought
to sort himsdlf out. Wrong, wrong, there was definitely something wrong!

As heturned away from the crowd the shouts of jubilation faded away, taking the people with them. The
cavernouswalls of the Forum disappeared and with it the overweening feding of contentment.

It was the noise that drew Mudge to the cave, the laughing and sounds of carousing, along with the faint
odor of liquor and pungent dope sticks. He knew that he should tell his companions, but surely he could
check out thisone anomaly by himself. Besdes, held |eft them far behind, chattering mindlesdy among
themsdves

There was no one posted on watch at the entrance to the burrow. If he couldn't dip in, have alook-see
around, and dip out again without being detected, of what use was he?

Thetunnd was brightly illuminated by sweet-smelling torchesingtead of expensive spdl-maintained glow
bulbs. That suited him fine. Hed had enough of spelling and magicks. It led in and down before leveling
off. Thedirt floor gave way to smooth stone. A vein of maachite running through the pavement had been



polished to abrilliant shine, the green-and-black waves undul ating through the marble. He followed it
toward the noise and smdlls.

A hundred yards on and the tunnel opened up onto a scene of sybaritic splendor. Ahead lay achamber
of epicurean delights. From the roof hung amassive chanddier ablaze with athousand candles, each one
fashioned of perfumed wax. He did not stop to consider how so enormous afixture might have been
brought into this place. He was too busy staring at the orchestra. It consisted of scantily clad females,
each of whom was not only playing her instrument with consummate skill but clearing enjoying apersond
and intimate relationship with it.

In fact, there wasn't amalein the entire assembly. There were femaes of many species, but the mgjority
were otters: deek and smooth of fur, long of whisker, and sharp of tooth. Thirty of them were dancing to
thewild music of the orchestra, spinning and swirling like dervishes. He observed them trandfixed, frozen
to the spot. Faced with such an unexpected and astoni shing abundance of feminine pulchritude, what else
could he do?

Not stand there forever, however much he might want to preserve the moment. He had not come aone.
With great reluctance he turned to race back out the tunnel to inform hisfriends of what he'd discovered
when asharp, Sartled scream split the air. The music ceased. The dancing hated. So did Mudge. Every
one of those shining, voluptuous beauties was Saring straight a him.

"Look," exclamed one of the otterish hourisinto the lingering Slence, "amad”
Shrieks and gigglesfilled the chamber asthey charged toward him.

"Now, lasses," he said uneasily, putting up both hands and assuming a defensive posture. "Let's not do
anything dradtic until wetalk thisover."

They swarmed over him, their perfume overpowering, each fighting for the chance to touch and caress,
to kissand nip. Not struggling as hard as he might have, he found himsalf half pushed, haf pulled into the
chamber. The music resumed, freer and more undisciplined than before. They wereinviting himtojoin
them, he knew, in their celebration. To revel asheld never reveled before. His friends were waiting, true
but-they could wait. And if they couldn't, well, they'd just have to get along without good old Mudge. He
succumbed fully to euphoria

Jon-Tom blinked, wiped at his eyes. He was gripping the duar so hard, hisfingers hurt. Had he snapped
out of it automaticaly or had he been fortunate enough to play a perturbation-canceling melody while il
uNconscious?

What had happened to the Forum, to the screaming crowd? Where there had been fanswild with
delirium, fighting and reaching just to touch his boots, gpplauding and cheering every word thet fell from
hislips, now there was only rank upon rank of tall pinetrees, of firs and spruces and an occasiond young
redwood. And their silence was deafening.

His companions surrounded him, but when he called out to them, they did not reply. They did not even
seemto seehim.

Colin sat up in apine tree, munching away on pine needles and wearing the ook of the exorbitantly
stoned. Clothahump squatted benegath him, sheltered by two large roots. He was turning aflat rock over
and over in hishands, arapturous expression on hisface. A sound made him turn to his|eft.



Dormaswasrolling around in the dirt, her expression dmost as bedtific as Colin's. She had dumped her
pack, and their supplieslay scattered dl over the ground. Sorbl lay close by, facedown in amuddy
puddle of rainwater. He was blowing bubbles and making swimming motionswith hiswings. Hewas
further gone than any of them. And Mudge- Jon-Tom searched the clearing anxioudy. Where was
Mudge?

A noisethat was part growl and part moan came from off to hisright. Holding his forehead (he had one
hell of aheadache), Jon-Tom stumbled off in that direction, trying to follow the soundsto their source.

They led him to afdlen log that the otter was embracing tightly, hisface wreathed in asmile of
languorous ecstasy. As soon as he saw what the otter was doing, Jon-Tom swallowed hard and turned
away. During their travels Mudge had done absurd things, impractica things, even moderately disgusting
things, but this-he tried to shut out the image that lingered in his mind as he considered what to do next.

Clothahump was the only one who looked half like himsdlf. Jon-Tom walked up to the wizard and put a
hand on hisarm. He shook it hard.

"Wake up, sr! | don't know where you are now, but you aren't where you're a. Please, Clothahump,
answer me.”

Thewizard ignored him. Trying to remember exactly how he'd returned to redlity, Jon-Tom tried to
reposition hisfingersthe same way on the duar. Taking a deep breath, he strummed afew chords without
having the dightest ideawhat he might be playing,

It didn't sound very pleasant, but maybe that was part of it. The wizard blinked, much as Jon-Tom had
blinked. A gtartled expresson came over hisface.

"What, who'sthat, what?' He finaly focused on Jon-Tom, who was standing over him looking
concerned. "Oh, it'syou, my boy. What isit?'

"Clothahump, where are you? Right now, thisingtant?"

"Now?Why, | aminthe Library, of course! The great Library. What awonder itis! | am so glad you
have found it, too, my boy. | shall require dl the hep | can get in the many years ahead." He displayed
the weathered hunk of shale hewas holding. " See, | have found the key dready. Hereisthe first page of
the index, clearly defined for any who caresto look, and easy even for the uninitiated to read.” He Sarted
to wave it toward something in front of him. He paused halfway through the wave, staring traight ahead
asif pardyzed.

"Clothahump? Sir, areyou dl right?'

Another moment of silence, followed by awhisper of resgnation. "Thereisno Library here, isthere?!
"No, sr." Thewizard's expression was pitiful to behold. "I'm sorry, Sir. It was anillusion. | experienced
onemysdf. | sill don't know if | came out of it because it had run its course or because | happened to hit

the right notes on the duar.”

"Not anilluson, my boy." Theturtle swalowed hard. "A perturbation. Another cursed, damnable,
chesting perturbation. Y ou didn't seeit, then? The Library?'

"No, sr. My illuson was different. | was standing on astage, performing, at the summit of my



professon. A beautiful dream. The fulfillment of al my most heartfelt desires. | had everything I'd ever
wanted."

"And | aswell. Thistime the perturbation drew on our innermost salvesfor itstrickery." He looked
down at the piece of shale, then irritably tossed it aside. "We are dl fools."

"No, sir. Being fooled doesn't make usfools. The perambulator affects geniuses aswdl asidiots.”

Clothahump smiled up a him. "Y ou are trying to make me fed better, my boy. It isnt working, but it is
appreciated. Give me ahand up." Jon-Tom did s0. Then the wizard gave vent to as great adisplay of
frustration as Jon-Tom had ever seen. Clothahump often grew incensed at others. Sorbl in particular. But
never at himsdf. So Jon-Tom understood the depth of the wizard's disappointment when he kicked the
shale hard, sending it bouncing down thetralil.

"| fed better for that. My foot does not, but the rest of me does. | wasinalLibrary, my boy. Sucha
library as has never existed. It contained within its shelves al the knowledge of everything that is, ever
was, and ever would be. A Library of the past, the present, and the future. All the answerswere
contained withinitswalls. That'swhat 1've dreamed about, what I've wanted all my life, my boy. A little
wisdom and afew answers. It is not nice to be cheated by a phenomenon of un-nature.” He sighed
deeply. "What of the others?"

Jon-Tom gestured to his|eft, then up toward Colin's branch. "Asyou can see, gr, they're fill al suffering
from their individud perturbations. Their respectiveillusons must have astronger hold on them than yours
or minedid onus"

"Do not flatter yourself that your will or knowledge of redlity isany stronger. Y ou needed the music to
bring me back to myself. | suspect you needed it to shock you back aswell.”

Jon-Tom shrugged. "Y ou're probably right, gir. A littlerock goesalong way."

The wizard growled. "Don't talk to me about rocks. Come, we have work to do. Y ou use your
spdlsinging and | will employ my magic.”

Jon-Tom chose to revive Dormas. She was deeply embarrassed despite his assurancesthat she
shouldn't fee that way. They had dl of them been equaly bewitched. Nonetheless, sheinsisted on trotting
off to recover and to suffer in peace. She aso spent more than an hour walking back and forth through
the forest, searching for the emerald meadow of clover and flowers and finding only dirt and scrub. Thus
satisfied, shelocated asmal mountain pool and thoroughly doused herself. From dl the rolling about
sheld donein her imaginary fidd, shewasfilthy from forehead to fetlock. The dirt washed off, but the
anger and embarrassment did not.

Jon-Tom set about trying to put their supplies back into some kind of order while Clothahump sought to
magic someredlity into hisfamulus. When magic didn't quite do the trick, the wizard began dapping the
owl back and forth across his muddy beak. Perhaps it was the lingering magic, perhaps the daps, or
maybe the combination. In any case, Sorbl returned to them. Returned to them as drunk asif his
perturbation had been real. Apparently certain menta effects were not as easily shaken off.

Finishing with the supplies, Jon-Tom climbed the big pine and got afirm grip on Colin. The koalawas
mumbling mantras to himsdlf as he chewed on the pine needles, and Jon-Tom had to shake him hard
whiletrying to play the right notes on the duar. Colin must have had astronger grasp on redlity than the
rest of them because he snapped back immediately.



Unfortunately Jon-Tom had pushed alittle too hard. The koalawent over sdewaysright out of thetree
and landed with a disquieting thunk on the hard ground below. He was a so tougher than any of them, for
he rolled over and was on hisfeet in seconds, looking around as though nothing had happened. The pose
wasanillusonitsaf. A moment later Colin staggered and sat down hard, put hisfacein hishands.

Thiswas not because he had suffered a concussion from thefdl, as Jon-Tom first feared. Just as Sorbl
hed retained the effects of hisimaginary imbibing, so had Colin kept the by-product of chewing handfuls
of eucalyptusleaves. As he explained to Jon-Tom, they were mildly narcotic. That was why koaas eating
them full-time were dways so deepy and dow-moving. It would take awhilefor the effect to wear off.

Asfor Mudge, once Clothahump got over the shock of hisfirst sight of the otter, it took the two of them
and Calinto pull him off hislog. Whereupon they braced themselves for a confession of embarrassment
that would put Dormass to shame. The otter's response, however, was somewhat different. As soon as
events had been explained to him, he let out a string of expletives and oaths and execrations such asthis
part of the world had never heard. The air trembled around them.

When heran out of steamn, not to mention insults and wind, he gave the remnants of the devastated log a
swift kick, sending splintersflying, and stalked off to sulk by hislonesome.

"Y ou'd think the degenerate water rat would be ashamed of himsdlf," Colin commented.

"I don't think Mudge knows the meaning of the word. | think he's upset because we brought him out of
hisdream. Hell get over it, but it'll take awhik.”

Trueto Jon-Tom's word, the otter pouted for another hour, then shambled back to help with the
repacking of the supplies. Not aword was said until the last bedroll was back in place, the last container
of food strapped down and secure. Then he glanced up at histal friend.

"Did you 'aveto do it, mate? Bring me back, | mean?"

"What do you think, Mudge?' Jon-Tom checked the position of a sack of spare clothing on the hinny's
back. "It wasjust aperturbation, anillusion. It wasn't real. | miss my own dream too. | had to bring you

back."

"l know that. We'ave ajob to do an' were dl of usin thistogether. But did you ‘ave to bring me back
S0 soon7”

"There's no teling what might've happened if I'd waited any longer.” He worked on another strap that
looked alittle loose. Dormas glanced back at him.

"Take it easy back there, man. That's not your shoe you're tying, you know."

"Sorry." Helet the binding up anotch. "If | hadn't intervened when | did,, you might never come back to
redlity. Clothahump says you might've been stuck in that dreamworld forever.”

"Now would that ‘ave been so bloody awful ?*

"Not for you, or for me, or for therest of us, but it wouldn't have brought us any nearer to our god, and
there are others depending on us.”



"That bleedin' dtruistic streak of yoursagain! I've warned you about that, mate." He turned and stomped
off in search of hislongbow and sword, looking very unhappy.

Jon-Tom watched him go, considered what had happened to dl of them. Each member of the group had
seen their wildest fantasy come true. Unlike Mudge, however, none of the rest of them had any desireto
succumb to that dreamworld for alifetime. Eventualy they would have given in to boredom, for when
one has accomplished everything, even in adream, thereis nothing left to strive for. Clothahump
explained it very clearly. Trapped in anilluson of complete fulfillment, unable to escape, the find result
would have been not nirvana but death.

Now, if he could only think of away to cal it up for an hour or two at atime. . .

What might the perambulator be thinking? Did it think”? Clothahump wasn't sure if it possessed
intelligence or nat, or evenif it did, if it assumed arecognizable form. Did it dream, and if so, what might
something cagpable of traveling between universes and dimensions dream of ? Certainly it was confused.
Confused and nervous. The by-products of this space-time traverser's anxiety wereincreasingly frequent
perturbations. Interdimensiona swest.

Therewas no malicein them, save for those that the perambulator's captor might be directing. The last
one had left them all fedling better, though relieved at its end. Perhaps the perambulator suffered with
each change just asthey did.

Asthey climbed toward the pass he found that he no longer wanted to free the perambulator smply to
stop the disturbing changes it was foisting on the world. He wanted to free it because it was the right thing
to do for the perambulator itself, whether it was capable of emotion or feding or not. Asachild, hed
once been locked in atrunk by somefriends. That caged feding had never left him. He knew what it was
like to be trapped, unable to run, hardly able to move. Nothing deserved afate like that, not even
something as inexplicable and otherworldly as a perambulator.

Weé're not going to loosen a piece of frozen machinery, he told himself. We're on our way to perform a
rescue.

Clothahump called ahdt just below the top of the pass.
They took shelter from the wind that blew steadily through the gap in the mountains.

"It would be useful to know what lies ahead and worth making the effort to find out. Would you be good
enough to try, rune-caster?'

Colin sought out a protected spot beneath an overhanging granite ledge. "No promises now, friends. I'm
willing to make the attempt, but don't expect too much."”

"Anything you can tell uswill be agrest deal more than what we presently know about tomorrow, which
isnothing,” Clothahump pointed out.

"Right. So long as you don't expect too much.”

The sun gleamed off the Slver thread as the koalaremoved the rune pouch from his knapsack. Everyone
gathered close as he untied it and spread the leather out flat on the hard ground. They waited quietly
while he went through his preparations, finaly picking up the runes and letting them fal onto the leather
sguare. No one spoke; everyone stared.



Jon-Tom tried to find some recognizable pattern, to make some sense of the double handful of bone and
stone and fabric spread out before him. He found nothing but the beginnings of adight headache from
concentrating too hard. Much as it bothered him to confessto ignorance, he had to admit that Mudge's
description of the runes as so much garbage was as accurate as anything he could think of himself.

Clothahump was staring intently at the debris and nodding dowly to no onein particular. Whether the
wizard actually understood any of what he was looking at or wasjust trying to keep up appearances,
Jon-Tom couldnt tell, and thought it undiplomatic to inquire.

When hefindly spoke, Colin's voice was unusualy soft and thoughtful. ™Y ou wereright, Old One. He
knows were coming.”

"What can you see?' Clothahump asked anxioudy. "Can you tdl anything of it at dl? Size, strength,
menta powers, anything that would be useful in compiling aprofile? Any indication a al of whom we are
up agang?'

"Firdt thet 'he is accurate. There are too many signs of malenessfor it to be otherwise. And there are
many suggestions of magic. A wizard or sorcerer of somekind, surely. The forest fire that dmost
engulfed us may not have been a perturbation after al. Thereis power at work here, enough to condtitute
athreat on its own, without the aid of a perambulator.”

Clothahump spoke quietly but firmly. "Ishis power greater than mine?' He waited silently for the
rune-reader to reply. They al did. Even the skeptical Mudge |ooked on anxioudly.

"l cannot say that it isstronger,” Colin findly declared. " Different certainly, in amanner | can't describe
or understand. I'm only arune-caster, not a sorcerer mysdlf.”

"What €lse do you see?' Dormas asked him.

"Hewill not et the perambulator go without afight. Wewill be strongly opposed. At that time one
among us must take the lead. Only that one has the ability and strengths to see us through the final
confrontation. At that time aso, Wizard, your knowledge and experience will be of paramount
importance to our surviva. All of us may haveto sacrifice, but one of uswill bethekey. Only he can
counter what our opponent will throw againgt us." He looked up then to stare at Jon-Tom. So did the
others.

Wéll, hed haf expected as much. He and Clothahump were the prime moversin this business. Hewas
neither embarrassed nor intimidated by the stares of his companions. Hed been through smilar Situations
often enough in the past to have gained a certain amount of confidence. And it was too much to expect
that for once he'd be able to hang back and let bloodthirsty types like Mudge and Colin do the heavy
work. He sighed.

"You're not telling me anything | didn't already suspect. Areyou sure you can't tell us anything more
about what we're going to have to ded with?'

Again Colin turned his attention to the runes. "I can see something but | can't defineit. Therunesare
rarely precise. It isn't something I'd know how to handle mysdlf. | cantell you that it will manifest itsdf in
two ways. Thefirg will take theform of amagic only you can counter.”

"More spellsinging.” Jon-Tom grunted. "Well, | had to fight it out with another spellsinger once before,



and heand | ended up the best of friends. If | have to go up against another one. . ."
"Therunesread in multiples”

"All right, then, if | have to go up against severd singers, maybe | can convert them theway | did the
other one. They may end up asour dliesinstead of our enemies.”

"It1l be awonder if you can turn these to friendships. | read no accommodating Sgnsin the pattern. You
will have atough time combating them. The runesdon't say if you'll survive the confrontation; so
powerful, so evil and destructiveistheir particular brand of magic.”

Jon-Tom sat up alittle straighten "I'll handle it. What form is the second manifestation going to take?"

"That much, at least, isclear.” Thekodastared a him gppraisngly. "The runes say that you will haveto
do battle with your own greatest desire.”

That set Jon-Tom back on his hedls. He thought immediately of the dreamworld held been drifting
through not long ago, of the thousands of fans cheering and screaming at him and the promise of a
respected and venerated career in governmen.

"But I've dready donethat. It was part of theillusion | experienced earlier.”

Colin looked back down at the fragments of wood and stone. "Maybe you'll have to deal with it again. It
isn't clear here, but that's the closest description | can give. Y ou must prepare to deal with that desire as
best youre able.”

"Will we be successful in the end?’ Dormas asked somberly.

"The runesdon't say. Findity of any kind isthe hardest pattern to interpret. The runeslead to aplace
and time of ultimate confrontation, but that'sit. Beyond that point nothing isvisible" He started gathering
up the runes and the corners of the pouch.

"O' course, we don't know ‘ow much o' wot you've said is certain an' 'ow much a product o' your
fevered imagination, fuzzbdl.”

Colin glared at the otter but his expression quickly softened. "I could take that for an insult, pilgrim, but |
won't. Because it happensto be the truth. The reading felt unusualy good here’-and he put one finger
over hisheart-"and here." He moved it to his forehead. " Sometimes the casting isbad and | can senseit,
but this one was as accurate as they come." He glanced sideways a Jon-Tom. "I dmost wish it were
otherwise"

"No, I'm glad you did the reading,” Jon-Tom told him thankfully. "I'd rather have some idea of what
we're up againgt, even if your description did border on the nebulous.”

Clothahump was peering through the pass ahead. "Thereisno point in putting off the inevitable. That is
something that must away's be coped with."

The attacks commenced soon after they started through the far end of the pass. Landdides repeatedly
threatened to trap and crush them in the narrow defile. Each time the boul ders came crashing down
toward them Clothahump raised his arms and bellowed a single powerful phrase. And each timethe
rocks were blasted to fragments.



"Not theided solution,” the wizard said, gpologizing for the dust that soon covered al of them, "but |
promise you agood cleansing spell as soon aswe have done with this.”

Eventualy there were no more landdides. Instead the clouds opened up and they were drenched with a
misplaced tropical downpour. It washed away the rock dust but also threatened to wash them right back
down the pass.

Again Clothahump went to work, raising his hands and grumbling about the amount of overtime he was
having to put in a hisage. The flood rushing down upon them was transformed into avast cloud of warm
steam. For ten minutes the pass was turned into a giant sauna. Findly the steam disspated enough for
them to proceed.

"Look at this," Mudge complained, fingering one side of hisvest. " 'Ow the'ell am | supposed to get
these bloomin’ wrinkles out?"

"l am responsiblefor preserving your life, water rat,” Clothahump told him sharply, "not your
appearance. It would do you well to be more attentive to the terrain ahead and less narcisstic.”

The otter regarded hisfilthy, damp fur and bedraggled attire. "Asyou say, Y our Wizardship. | just ‘'ope
we don't meet anyone | know."

"That's unlikely, pilgrim.” The kodaput apaw on the back of Clothahump's shell. "*How you holding up,
old-timer?'

"I am concerned with the smplicity of these attacks. Thereislittle danger in any of them. That does not
Jjibe with your reading.”

"LikeI've said, there are plenty of timeswhen I'm not too accurate. | thought thislast one wasright on
the money, but I'm not going to complainiif | overstated the threat.”

"Youre underrating yoursdf, Sr," Jon-Tom told him. "There aren't many individuasfor whom multiple
landdides and mountain floods hold little danger. | guess whoever were up against doesn't realize who
he'sdeding with."

"Perhaps not, my boy. Or he may be attempting to lull usinto overconfidence. The insane can be
exceedingly subtle. Still, you may be right. The sorcery we have had to deal with thusfar is of amost
mundane kind. If we run into nothing more complex, we shal have no difficulty in reaching our god."

"l can't believe that Colin'sreading of the runeswas that inaccurate.”

"Neither can |, man," said the koda, "but there's nothing wrong with hoping that | was."

A voice shrilled down at them. Sorbl had returned from scouting alittle way ahead. Now he circled low
over hiscompanions. "Just ahead, Magter, friends! The pass reachesitsend. Our destination isin sght!”
He wheded about, digging air, and glided out in front of them once more.

Increasing their pace, they puffed and panted the last few yards and finaly found themselves looking
down instead of up for thefirst timein weeks.



Xl

Beow lay alovely little hanging valley, nestled between two towering pesks. The bottom wasfilled with
along bluelake. Evergreenslined both shores, though few rose higher than a dozen feet. The mgjority
were gnarled and twisted, sure sgnsthat powerful sormsvisted thisvaley frequently.

Thetreeline ended not far above the lake. A few isolated trees grew as much as hafway up the
mountaingde. Where they ceased to grow was sSted the base of amonoalithic, forbidding wall.

"The fortress of our enemy," Donnas declared. "It hasto be."

Mudge squinted at it uncertainly. "That's afortress?’

Truly, Jon-Tom mused, it was amost unimpressive structure. The single outer wall was composed of
plain rock loosaly cemented together. What they could see of an inner roof was made of thatch instead of
some sturdy roofing materia like date or tile. Portions of the wall were crumbling and in asad state of

disrepair. The winding pathway leading up to the wall from the lake wasin worse shape Hill. 1t was not
even paved.

"What we can see has not been in existence for very long," Clothahump commented. They had started
down toward the lake.

"How can that be?" Jon-Tom asked, confused. "It'sfalling down."

"Inthisinstance that isnot an indication of great age so much asit isof doppy congtruction, my boy. Itis
poorly designed and ill built. Just like the series of attacks we had to deal with in the pass behind us. It
indicates the presence of alucky, haphazard opponent as opposed to amethodica and powerful one,
athough he may yet succeed in making letha use of the perambulator's twistings and turnings. We must
remain on guard. Remember therunes."

"l haven' forgotten, air.”

They waked dong in silence for awhile, each member of the party engrossed in hisor her private
thoughts. After awhile Clothahump did over until he was marching dongside Jon-Tom.

Hefindly gave the wizard a curious glance. " Something on your mind, Clothahump, sir?"

The sorcerer hesitated amoment, finaly craned his neck to meet the tall young human eyeto eye. "While
| am confident, my boy, that we are dealing here with matters beyond the experience of most people, |
cannot be certain of the outcome.”

"Neither can Calin, despite hisrunes."”

"Quite. Therefore, | mean to say afew things that perhaps should have been said before now."

"| don't follow you, Sr."



"What | am trying to say, my boy, isthat | have been brisk with you at times. Asbrisk aswith Sorbl on
occasion. Sometimesit may seem to you from my tone, if not from my words, that | only make use of
your talents and care nothing for you persondly. Thisisuntrue. | have grown-quite fond of you. | wanted
you to know in case anything-happens.”

Surprised and overcome by this wholly unexpected confession, Jon-Tom could think of nothing to say.

"Bringing you to thisworld was an accident and insofar as blame can be ascribed to it, it falls upon my
shell. Y our appearance here in response to my desperate request for sorcerous aid was not well
received. | was most displeased and disappointed.”

"I remember," Jon-Tom said softly.

"Fate hasaway of balancing the scales, however, and in your casg, it has more than done so. Events
have worked out better, 1 daresay, than either of us could have anticipated. Yet | fear | have been
something lessthan agracious host." Heraised ahand to forestall Jon-Tom's protest. "No, let mefinish. |
am unused to persond expressons of humility, and if | do not finish now, | may never do so.

"Y ou mugt try to understand that wizardry isa solitary professon. Wewho practice it havelittletimeto
develop socid graces or refineinterpersond relationships. Asthe world's greatest wizard, | have had to
endure the weight of reputation for more than a century. Asaresult | sometimestend to forget that | am
deding with mortdslessversed in lifeaswedl asin theintricacies of my art. | fear my impatience
sometimes carries over into rudeness.

"What | amtrying to say, and | fear doing apoor job of it, isthat you have acquitted yoursalf admirably
mis past year. Y ou have tolerated my persona peccadilloes gracefully, complained no more than could
have been expected, and in general done everything that has been asked of you.

"I just wanted to tell you this so that you would know my true thoughts. | would not want either of usto
pass on to ahigher plane ignorant of these fedings. Y ou give me hope for the youth of thisworld and
have been acomfort to mein my old age."

Before Jon-Tom could think of anything to say, the wizard had moved off to join Dormasin bringing up
therear. It didn't matter. Time did not provide him with asuitable reply. There was nothing to say. The
turtle's speech was the nearest thing to an expression of genuine friendship held ever made. No, that
wasn't right. It was more than an expression of friendship. It bordered on a confession of affection. No
matter how long he lived, he doubted held hear thelike again.

Replying in kind would only have embarrassed Clothahump. Jon-Tom had come to know the wizard
well enough to know that much. So he kept his response to himsdlf and let the warm glow the wizard's
words had produced spread through his whole being.

Besides, there was no time to waste on sentiment. He had more important thingsto think about. There
were useful songsto review in hismind, lyricsto recdl. If Colin was haf right, they would find themselves
confronting something dangerous and unexpected anytime now, something only he was going to be able
to ded with.

But he would never forget what the wizard had just told him, any more than he would let Clothahump
forget those words the next time he flew into one of hisrages and Sarted bawling hisyoung charge out
for someimagined transgresson.



They didn't have long to wait for the koda's predictionsto begin to come true. Thefirst attack came as
they were leaving the scrub woods and beginning the long climb up the winding, dilapidated path to the
sructure clinging to the dope above. A cold wind sprang up, swirling around them, touching their faces
and handswith dl the forceful ddlicacy of ablind man. Such awind was not to be unexpected at these
atitudes, but the abruptness of it put all of them on their guard. Thiswas not the time or place to take
chances, even with astray breeze. They huddled together and searched the land and sky surrounding
them.

Calin had hissword out, clutched it tightly in hisright hand. The muscles bulged in his short but powerful
arms. "Dormas, you have most of our supplies. Y ou stay behind us. Y ou're better built for fighting a
rear-guard action, anyway. Y ou, St," he said to Clothahump, "stay in the middle where we can protect
you. And you-"

"Just aminim, mate. Who are you to be givin' out orders? Maybe you forgot that we were the oneswho
‘ad to rescue you?'

"Defending folksismy other profession, otter. I'm taking care of defensive tactics because I'm the one
best qualified to do s0."

"Do tell." Mudge moved over until he was standing chest-to-chest with the koda "Asit ‘appens, I've
done abit o' soldierin’ in metime, too, and if there're any ordersthat ‘ave to be 'anded out 'ere for
defensive purposes, maybe we ought to-"

"Both of you shut up and concentrate on guarding your respective behinds." Clothahump's tone indicated
that he wasn't in the mood to listen to a debate on the nature of childish macho prerogatives. "It does not
matter how we gpproach this asylum or what flimsy weapons we brandish. We arelikely to be
confronted by something that stel cannot turn.”

"Y ou said that right, asshole.”

Colin and Mudge turned from one another to confront this new threst. There werefour of them. They
stood side by side, blocking the pathway leading to the fortress above. In stature they resembled Colin,
being no more than four feet in height and broad in proportion. Each was colored bright red. Looking at
them, Jon-Tom didn't think they'd acquired their skin color from spending alot of time vacationing ina
sunny land, though from a southerly region they'd surely come.

Each boasted apair of short, inward-curving black horns. Mouths seemed to stretch from ear to ear and
were filled with short, pointed teeth. Their pupils were bright red on black irises. They were pointed like
those of alizard.

"He who brought us here sought far for us," thefirst imp declared. "He says you shdl go no farther. You
worry him by your presence, and he has no time for worry. He bids you depart from this place now or
suffer the consequences.™

"Sorry," Jon-Tom replied camly. "Wewon't be just aminute. All we haveto doisrelease hisunwilling
guest and then welll be on our way." He took a step forward.

The second imp held up both clawed hands. ™Y ou shall not pass. Away with you!™

"Y ou may beright, Old One," Colin murmured to Clothahump. " Stedl may not be the right wesapon to



use here. But you'l forgive meif | find out for mysdlf.” So saying he lunged forward and brought hislong
saber down smack against the forehead of theimp with the raised hands.

The blade passed completely through the red-skinned ho-munculus to strike sparks from the ground. A
shaken Colin backed cautioudy away from the grinning creature.

"Y ou don't lisen so good,” it told him.
"No," agreed theimp on hisleft. "Maybe ademondration'sin order.”

Each imp reached behind itself. Mudge reacted to this threatening gesture by drawing his own sword
while Clothahump hunkered down insde his shell and Sarted retreating.

But it wasn't bows and arrows or swords and scimitars or pikes or knives or any other kind of
traditiona wegpon that the imps produced. Instead each one brought forth a different kind of musica
ingrument. One held abizarre flute that twisted and curved in on itself loosely in one hand. The second in
line was clutching aflat wooden container with strings running over itstop and bottom in acrazy-quilt
pattern. Thethird displayed something akin to Jon-Tom's duar, savethat it had only asingle set of strings,
and thelast imp in line had swung astring of small drums around to rest on the upper curve of hisbelly.
Or werethey apart of the body itself? They might as easily have been aline of bulging, flat-topped
tumors,

For that matter, al the instruments appeared to be growing out of the compact red bodies.
Mudge edged over closeto Jon-Tom. " Spellsingers from 'ell, mate. That's wot they be." The otter threw
Colinaquick glance. "Me gpologiesto you, fuzzbal, for decryin' your rune-castin'. Thismuch o' that

prophecy seemsto 'ave come true, though | wish it were otherwise.”

"Sodo |." Despite its demondgtrated ineffectiveness, the koda continued to hold his sword out in front of
him, aware that it was no more a useful talisman than awegpon againgt this quartet.

"Theresfour of 'em, lad,” Mudge whispered. "Can you "andle four of 'em a once?’
"I don't know," histall friend confessed. "'Each of them carries adifferent instrument. Maybe they're only
effective when working together. If that's the case, I'll only have to counter one spellsong at atime. Well

know soon enough.” Slowly he brought the duar around to a playing position.

The second imp regarded him out of wide black-and-red eyes. It hardly looked alarmed, Jon-Tom
thought. Amused, perhaps.

"Oh, ho, s0," it chirped, "another snger! We were told we might encounter such. That's much better.
Death and destruction is aways tastier when rendered with alittle spice. Makeit interesting for us, man.”

"l intend to," Jon-Tom told it grimly.

The imp regarded its companions. "L ook to your tunes, to your chords and phrases, and beware your
harmonizing!”

The first song was aimed not at Jon-Tom but at the member of the offending trespassers who'd dared to
strike an opening blow. The words struck Colin hard. He dropped his sword, his eyes going wide, and
he staggered backward with both hands clutched to hisbelly. Mudge ingtantly put his own weapon down



and, moving as only aotter can move, just did manage to catch the koala before he collapsed to the
ground. He held the wheezing, vomiting Colin under both arms. A single chorus had reduced him from a
powerful, dert fighter to aphysica and mental basket case.

Theimpsdidn't bother to finish the song. A few bars and lyrics had lain the strongest of their opponents
low. At the first notes Jon-Tom's jaw had dropped in astonishment, though the song had not affected
him. But then, it hadn't been directed a him, either.

"Y ou see'’-the second imp sneered-"what we can do. Our master has given us the strength of spellsinging
that arises from the deepest well of confusion, from the black pits where unpleasant songs of sorrow and
despair mix together to form the most depressing soul-suffocating dudge. Our music moans of dark
moments and wails of woeful weeping. No living creature isimmune. None can ignore its effects.”

"I'm afraid he'sright, Mudge.”

"Y ouwon't see medenying it." The otter gently lowered the till softly retching koalato the ground,
trying to fight off the cold chillsthat were coursing through his own body. "Wot an ‘orrible noise. 'Tis
more sickenin' than | imagined music could be. But | saw your face when they started Singin’, mate. You

recognizeit.”"
"Yes, | recognizeit, Mudge."

"Then you've got to try an' counter it, for al our sakes. If they sing much more o' that, they'll burn out our
ears and then our 'earts. 'Tisworse than anything I've ever 'eard or ever 'oped to 'ear.”

But Colin was not done. Breathing hard, he rolled over onto hands and knees, recovered his sword, and
started crawling toward the quartet. Mudge tried to stop him, but the koalawas still strong enough to
shake the well-meaning otter off. The determination on hisround gray face was something to behold.

Unimpressed, the imps put their voices together and began to Sing again. A new song thistime, one even
more affecting and lugubrious than thefirg.

"Yourrr cheatin' hearttt . . .I"

Jon-Tom found he was swesting. Straightforward traditional country-western they were singing. Even
though he was on the fringes of the music, it staggered him. Held never expected anything so awful, so
bright and brassy, so thick with saccharinelyrics and sickly chords. The imps sang on, harmonizing
beautifully, their voices dense with despair and sdif-pity.

Colin couldn't take it. He had no experience of that degree of moroseness, and it knocked him flat. With
alast burst of energy hethrew hissword at the quartet'slead singer. A few strains of Hank Williams
knocked the blade to the ground.

Then they turned to face the only one capable of stlanding against them. Jon-Tom held hisground, his
fingers poised over the duar's strings, ready for whatever might come.

The smple Conway Twitty tune was atest, he knew, and he handled it easily enough, striking back with
Springsteen's "Pink Cadillac." Oneimp gave ground, frowned, then returned to the lineup with awill. The
hellish quartet segued ingtantly into serious solemnity with atypicaly maudlin Patsy Cline standard. Swegt
broke out on Jon-Tom's brow as he countered with van Halen's effervescent " Jump.”



Asthey traded songsthe air itself seemed confused, uncertain of whether to give vent to rain or sunshine.
Songsin four-part harsh harmony by Tammy Wynette, Johnny Cash, and Ronnie Milsap madeit hard for
the travelers even to bresthe by turning the air into acloying stew. Jon-Tom tried to lighten the
atmosphere as best he could by responding with the more exuberant music he could think of, from
Loggin's"Footloose" to amedley by Cyndi Lauper.

But there was no oneto help him, and it was four againgt one. Asaways, his strongest dly was hisown
playing. The more he sang, the stronger his spellsinging became,

The imps began to retreat, faling back a step at atime as Jon-Tom advanced upon them. They were
unableto deal with hisexhilaration or the relentless vitdity of hismusic. They drew closer and closer
together until there was no space between them at dl. Like four figuresfashioned of Silly Putty, they
began to merge, in body aswdll asin voice. When the convergence had concluded, Jon-Tom found
himself facing afour-headed, eight-armed giant insteed of the impish humanoid figureswho'd first
challenged him and his companions on thetrail. It had the same four faces, played the same four
instruments, but the body had grown swollen and distorted. Like a bloated four-headed dug it wove and
danced before him, al the while continuing to sing, sing of aworld in which work led only to poverty,
beauty only to heartbreak, and love only to misery and loneliness.

Asthey sang on, something new became apparent. There was an air of desperation about their music. It
carried over into the expressions on the four faces. Jon-Tom waswinning. They knew it and he knew it,
and worgt of dl, they knew he knew they knew it.

He pressed his attack with avibrant, volcanic rendition of "Girls Just Wanna Have Fun" whileletting
Dormas take atemporary lead. The song seemed to invigorate the ninny aswell, and she kicked and
pawed at the sumbling, retreeting monstrosity. The music flowed out of him. Hefet good: strong; full of
voice; hisfingersablur on the strings of the duar. It was an echo of his performance during the
perturbation, when held played to that imaginary Forum crowd of thousands.

Utterly desperate now, the imp-monster counterattacked with the heaviest wegponsin its arsend-a
gring of greastest hits by Hank Williams himsdlf. Taken aback by the overwhelming meancholy of the
lyrics, Jon-Tom felt himself knocked back on hishedls. Mudge was there to prop him up and to shout
encouragement in hisear.

"Don't let 'em get you down, mate! Y ou've got 'em on the run, you do. Stand up to it, fight back, let 'em
have everything you've got!"

With the otter standing behind him and Dormas and Clothahump ranged to either side of him, Jon-Tom
did just thet, blasting out a string of platinum bullets by Stevie Wonder, the Stones, Tina Turner, and the
Eurythmics. When the imp-monster sagged, he laid allittle of its own medicine oniit in the form of asoulful
version of "Purple Rain." Theimps color began to run from red to lavender. "Y ou've got it, lad, you've
got it now! Finishit off!" Pulling itsdf together, the imp-mongter tried to rally itsformer confidence and
muster enough energy to attack with prosaic weagpons like spears and swords. Mudge and Dormas made
ready to defend Jon-Tom from this unmagica but possibly lethd attack.

Their defense was not required. Jon-Tom had his own, knew exactly what he was going to usefor a
lyrical coup de grace. Hisfingers strummed fagter than ever, and he felt as though the energy of the song
would lift him off the ground. Certainly the imps had never encountered anything with the relentless
energy of the Pointer Sisters "Neutron Dance." Momentarily transformed into aminiature particle-beam
generator, the duar struck to heart of the mongter. Therewasasmal, very locaized explosion. Everyone
covered their faces, trying to shield themselves from the flash. Jon-Tom did hisbest to protect himself by



flinging the duar up in front of hiseyes, but hewas il temporarily blinded.

When hisvison findly returned, al that could be seen where the imp-monster had once stood was a
ten-foot-high nonradiant mushroom cloud. It dissipated rapidly. The rocks and pathway were covered
with bits of thin red flesh, asthough a giant balloon had blown up in front of him.

"Cute." Dormas was eyeing the remnants of the cloud. "What do you cdl it?'

"Pure nastiness." He led them around the Site of the explosion, giving the cloud awide berth. It was
impossible. There was no such thing as a thermonuclear explosion scaed down to midget sze. Or was
there such athing as''no such thing” in this crazy world?

"There'sthe entrance!" Mudge pointed upward with his sword. "Nothin* to stop us now, mate."

Jon-Tom tried to keep up with the otter by lengthening his stride. "Don't be too sure, Mudge. Remember
the rest of Colin's prophecy.”

The otter forced himsdf to dow down so that the others could catch up. " Cor, | an't worried no more,
mate. Wotever 'tis, you can 'andleit. Y ou just proved that, you did."

"Do not let confidence give way to cockiness, water rat." Clothahump was panting hard as he struggled
up the steep path. "Though clumsy and not particularly skilled, thereis much raw power a work here. |
should not careto faceit if its manipulator was better disciplined. | cannot believe we have penetrated his
defenses s0 easly here, any more than | believed how quickly we made it through the pass." He cast an
gppraisng eye at Jon-Tom. "Our spellsinger has yet to confront and deal with hisheart'sdesire.”

"I think | may aready have donethat, Sr, but I'm ready in any case.”
"Good," said Dormas sharply, "because here they come.”

Pouring from the fortress gate was aragtag army of heavily armed soldiers. Well, perhaps not an army,
Jon-Tom told himself. Twenty to thirty troops, none of them demonic in shape or appearance. They were
waving swords over their heads and screaming like banshees.

Colin stedled himsdif. "They think they've got us out-numbered, but 1've handled nearly that many by
myself. And we have the magic of both wizard and spellsinger to protect us. They haven't got achance.”
He sounded more curious than uncertain. "Onething | don't understand, though. Why would an evil
sorcerer send only femaes againgt us, and only human ones at that?"

Jon-Tom might have ventured a guess, but he couldn't speak. He could only cling limply to the duar and
stare up the dope as the thirty redheads came charging toward him. They had blood in their eyes and
murder on their minds.

Mudge and Clothahump were also paralyzed by the sight, but only momentarily. They were not as
intimately affected by the manifestation as the man in their midst, though they had been afflicted with the
same shock of recognition. Meanwhile Jon-Tom made no move to defend himself from the onrushing
attack, not with his duar or with hisramwood staff. He just stood and stared, a man struck dumb by the
sudden redlization of what it meant to confront his heart'sdesire.

An arrow whizzed past his head. He blinked but could not bring himsalf to move, to dodge. He couldn't
do anything because each of the onrushing VVakyrieslooked exactly like its Sster, and that meant al of



them looked like hisbeloved Taea

Tdeaof the bright spirit and long red hair. Taea of the questionable occupation and brave heart. The
same Taeahe'd proposed to and who had spumed him because she wasn't ready to be tied to one man
or one place but whom he'd never ceased to love. A score and more of his heart's desire running, racing
toward him with something other than lovein their hearts. He hadn't seen her in over ayear. Hewas
totally unprepared to see her now, here, in thisplace, far lessin multiple guises.

"What'swrong with the spellsnger?' Colin wanted to know. He held his saber ready to greet thefirst of
the new arrivals.

"I'll tell you wot'swrong, fuzzbdl," said Mudge. "Thiswhoever ‘eisdont fight fair. Every one o' them
long-legged beautiesisthe splittin' image o' our friend's lady-luv.”

Colin absorbed this revelation, nodded tersdly. "We're deding with avile bastard for sure. What do you
recommend?’

The mob of maddened Taeas solved the problem for them. All fedlings of empathy aside, there are few
options available when someone tries to split your skull with a battle-ax. Colin parried negtly and stepped
asde asthefirst woman'srush carried her past him.

Mudge defended himself against asword stroke, skittering backward and drawing hislongbow. A spear
plintered stone at hisfeet, and one fragment cut through his fur, dmost reaching the skin. He looked
toward Jon-Tom, and something in his voice made the tall man turn to face him. Something Jon-Tom had
never heard there before.

Anguish.
"l 'aveto, mate," the otter wailed helplesdy, "l ‘aveto! Wedl 'aveto.”

The otter's words and actions combined to make Jon-Tom move. He lurched toward hisfurry friend.
"Mudge-no!" Hisfeet didn't seem to be working. Hefelt asif he were trying to sprint through freshly laid
agphdt. "Don't!"

But the otter let the arrow fly asthe woman in front of him raised her sword for akilling blow. It struck
her squarein the left breast, directly over the heart.

Mortally wounded, the figure did not react asit should have. There was no gasp of pain, no collapsing
body. Instead the female form began to writhe and contort. A whistling sound came fromit asit shrank in
upon itself, compacting and shrinking down into the shape of afist-sized red-orange massfloating in the
ar before them. Then it exploded, sending tiny orange-and-red bitsflying in dl directions. Therewasa
swest, cloying, and yet somehow nauseating smell in the air. It was as though someone had just blown up
awatermelon stuffed with freckles.

"Bugger mefor atart'stailor,” Mudge muttered aoud, "the bloomin' broads ain't redl." He glanced
excitedly at hiscompanion. "Y ou seethat, Jonny-Tom? They ain't real!" He notched a second arrow into
his bow and fired. Another Taleametamorphosed into an exploding puffball.

Colin parried another ax swing and cut sideways. His blade passed completely through the body of his
attacker, which promptly went the decorporalizing route of Mudge's two assailants. Displaying an agility
that belied her age, Dormas pivoted and struck out with both powerful hind legs. Their supplies went



flying. So did the Taleawhose neck sheld broken. Change, compaction, poof-out of existence. The
pattern repeated itself again and again.

And gill Jon-Tom was unableto bring himsdlf to raise his staff and fight.

Though the cluster of Taeaswas fashioned of something other than flesh, there was nothing ephemerd
about their wegpons. One ax cut deeply into the flank of Clothahump's shell.

"C'mon, mate," Mudge urged him, even as he was defending himself againgt an assault by three
redheads, "fight back. Y ou'aveto, and it ain't theloverly Taeayoull befighting with." He struck with his
sword. Shrink, whistle, pah-boom. He worked hisway back to hisfriend, yelling at Colin ashe did so.
"Over thisway, fuzzbdl! We'ave to defend thistwit. He ain't ready to defend 'imsdf.”

The koala nodded, dispatched another opponent as he retreated to help protect the useless Jon-Tom.
He was enjoying himsdlf. For the firgt time since held begun hislong journey, he had a chanceto fight
back againgt their unseen nemesis. It was a pleasure to be able to resort to good, solid swordplay for a
change. Hed about had hisfill of magic and mysticism.

Together he and Mudge, and to alesser extent Dormas, greatly reduced the-number of
Taea-doppelgangers.

Sorbl was busy aswell, swooping and diving while clutching a honeycomb dagger in each foot, the red
hair making individud targets easy to hit. Mudge and Colin kept reminding the dazed Jon-Tom that their
opponents were no more human man they were Taleaand for him to fight back.

But how? Hisfriends and his brain told him one thing, but his eyeswerefilled with contradictions.

"Put it out o' your mind, mate," the otter instructed him as he dodged a spear thrust and put an arrow in
gtill another assailant. "Y ou're too easy atarget. We can't ‘old 'em off you forever."

Even as he spoke the remaining Taeas had clustered around them and were trying to separate Jon-Tom
from his stubborn bodyguards. Despite their valiant effort, Colin and Mudge were driven in opposite
directions, away from Jon-Tom and from each other. Dormas and Sorbl were trying to protect
Clothahump and had no time to spare for someone who wouldn't raise a hand to defend himself.

Then one of the Taeas burst through, charging down on Jon-Tom, holding her sword over her head. He
could only stare. Taleg, it was Taea, from her flowing hair to the tips of her toes. Y et held just watched
while adozen identical Taeas had turned into something small and brightly colored before exploding.
They had been cloned by some devilry, caled up by asinister magic. They were not hisbeloved. His
heart's desire was a phantom.

Then it wastimefor reflexesto take control from an unwilling mind. Asthe sword came down he
brought up the front of the ramwood staff. The blade glanced off the nearly indestructible wood and did
harmlesdy off to the Side. He wasn't even nicked. Continuing the defensive motion, he brought the club
end of the staff around to strike his attacker just above the temple, staggering her. The pain that shot
through him had nothing to do with the recoil hisarm muscles absorbed. Recovering, she brought the
sword around in alow arc, aiming for hislegs and trying her best to cripple him. He had no choice but to
thumb the concealed button on the Side of the staff, releasing the six-inch-long blade hidden in the shaft.

Closing hiseyes as he did so, he stabbed swiftly. The point went right through his assallant'sthroat. She
let out aviolent gurgle and fell away from him, but there was no blood, not adrop, not even when he



withdrew the blade. Contraction, change, explosion, and she-or rather it-was gone.

"See, mate!" Mudge caled over to him. "None of ‘'em isfor red. They've been conjured up to confuse
and bemuse us, and you most of al!"

Of course. When held defeated the impish spellsingers sent to stop them, held derted the evil force
within the fortress.

Recognizing the danger Jon-Tom posed, the perambulator's captor had somehow conceived of and put
into effect a defense specifically designed to take care of his most dangerous opponent. And it had nearly
worked. Only his companion's ceaseless defense on his behalf had preserved him from adesth by

deception.
They'd carried the load for him long enough. It wastime to strike afew blows on his own behalf.

"You'reright, Mudge. I'm sorry." Angrily he waded into the thick of the fight, swinging the club end of
the staff in great sweeping arcs. Now that he'd been jolted out of hisreverie, he fought with twice the
resolve of hisfriends, furious beyond measure a anything that would employ such ingdiousintimacy
againgt an opponent. Theranks of identical attackers grew thin as one after another blew up and
vanished into the clear mountain air.

Showing unexpected speed, Colin ducked, twisted, and struck with one booted foot at an unprotected
knee. The Tadeaon hisleft dropped her Weapon, let out aloud moan, and fell to the ground. She knelt
there, holding her leg and rocking back and forth. The koala brought the long saber up and around for a
killing blow. At the sametimeit struck Jon-Tom forcefully that thiswasthe firgt time anything likea
lingering cry of pain had been produced by any of their attackers. But having progressed from one menta
and emotional extreme to the other, he was loath to make afool of himsdlf again. So he hesitated.

"Son of abitch,” theinjured Tdeamumbled girlishly. Jon-Tom's eyes went wide.

"Calin, no!" He managed to interpose himsdf between the falen woman and thefaling sword just in time
to block the decapitating blow. Colin gaped at him for amoment but, with no time to argue, turned to
dedl with another attacker.

It wasn't possible, of course. He held his staff out warily in front of him as he gpproached the figure that
was rocking back and forth on the ground and clutching her injured knee. Lifting the spear end of the
ramwood, he held it ready to thrust into the body beneath him. He was acutely conscious of the fact that
the rapidly diminishing band of Taeas might be attempting to subgtitute craftiness for numbers. Thismight
be anew ploy, designed to trap and bemuse him anew.

The figure seemed to see him for the first time, raised ahand in afeeble attempt to ward off the spear's
point. "Please, Jon-Tom, don't you recognize me? It'sme, Taea"

While the battle raged around him there was another, no less furious, boiling within him. It looked like
Tdes, it sounded like Talea, but so had dl the others, and when pricked, they had gone up in puffs of
orange-red gas. He had time to hesitate, to consider, because Mudge and Colin were temporarily in
control of hisflanks.

"1-1 have to do this. Forgive me." And he jabbed down with the point of the spear.

But only to puncturelightly, not to kill, tearing the dightest of cutsadong onearm. Thefigurelet out alittle



scream.
"Y ou motherfucking bastard, you've ruined my blouse!" She started to sob.

Yes, it certainly sounded like Taea, but of more importance was the thin flow of blood that began to
trickle down her arm. She grabbed at the wound and continued to curse him. It was difficult because she
was crying so hard.

"She's bleeding, she's bleeding!” He whirled, shaking the ramwood staff joyfully over hishead. "Did you
hear me, Mudge, she'sbleeding!”

"Right, mate, | 'eard you."

Colin spared aglance for the tall man, then commented to the otter fighting at his shoulder. " Soundslike
these two have awonderful relationship.”

"Of course, I'm bleeding, you stupid imbecile! Y ou stabbed me.”
"I'm sorry, I'm sorry." He was s0 relieved and so happy, he could hardly speak. "I had to.”

"Y ou had to stab me?' Shelooked down &t her arm. Blood continued to filter through her fingers. "If
you wanted to tell me mat you still love me, you could have given me flowersinstead.”

"Y ou don't understand. Look. Look around you."

Shedid so, and blinked, severd times. Jon-Tom had to catch her to keep her from faling. Shewas
warm and familiar against him. Her anger vanished, to be replaced by fear and confusion.

"Wheream I, Jon-Tom?Wheat isthis place? And-and why do al those women look like meT’

"You redly have no idea?' She shook her head, wide-eyed, and suddenly looking very smal and
vulnerable.

He eased her gently down to the ground, Ieft her Sitting there, holding on to her still bleeding arm. "Il
explainittoyouasbest | can,” he assured her softly, "as soon asthe rest of you are al dead.”

X1

Thankslargdly to the fighting skills of Mudge and Colin, the number of redheaded attackers was soon
reduced to haf adozen. Acting under orders from an unseen master, these viragos retreated and
prepared to roll heavy rocks down on the advancing intruders. They never had the chance to complete
the planned ambush. Using hislongbow, Mudge picked them off one by one. In so doing, he used the
last of hisarrows, but he was able to recover the mgority of them from the surrounding rubble-strewn
dope, where they had cometo rest after passing completely through the spurious bodies of the Tdea
clones.



Jon-Tom and the others waited for the otter to conclude his collecting, atask in which he was greatly
alded by Sorbl. Meanwhile the spellsinger held the hand of his heart's desire and tried to comfort her.
Taea, however, was her usual saf again, which meant that she was in no mood to be coddled. She did
acquiesce to Clothahump's minigrations, alowing the wizard to bind the shallow cut in her arm. Actudly
Colin'skick to theleg was giving her more trouble than Jon-Tom's revealing spear stroke. With hishelp
sherose and tried waking. She found she could move well enough but with a definite limp.

Her shoulder-length red hair framed her ddlicate face, which at the moment wasfull of frustration and
confusion. "l don't understand any of this. | wastaking my ease with afriend in Darriantowne when the
world turned ingde out.”

"Mdeor femae? Y our friend?' Jon-Tom couldn't keegp himsdlf from inquiring.

She managed asmal amile. "Ever the hopeful lover, Jon-Tom?"

He smiled back and shrugged. "What dseisthere but hope when you're hopelessy inlove."

"Femae. Not that it matters. We were trying to acquire anecklace I'd admired for along time."

"By steding it," Clothahump said sourly as he repacked the medica supplies.

She stuck her tongue out a him, mitigated the charmingly girlish gesture by adding afinger. "Not dl of us
are aswedthy asyou, master hard-shell.”

"One gainsriches by not having ahard head," he snapped back, but softly. He wasin no mood for
spurious argument. There were more important matters to be concerned with.

"Anyway," she continued, "1'd just picked up this beautiful loop of amber and blue pearls when my friend
Eilascreamed. Everything went cockaloop, and when | could see straight again, | found mysdlf ina
strange place. Eilawas gone and so was the store." She turned, tilted back her head, and blinked. "I
think | wasin-that building.”

"What did you see?' Jon-Tom made no effort to contain his excitement. Some irrefutable evidence at
last! "Who was your captor? What was he like?"

"I can't remember. | can't remember much of anything that happened from the time the store
disappeared until you were standing over me holding that damn spear of yours. But |
remember-something else. Something like I'd never seen before.”

Clothahump rgjoined them quickly. "What wasit like? Think, child!"

"I'm trying. It kept changing-1 don't know." She rubbed & her eyeswith both hands. "Everything kept
changing. It'sal ablur inmy mind. I remember shadows. Shadows of mysdlf being peeled away from
me, like thelayers of an onion. It didn't hurt. | didn't feel athing. Then | remember running down this
mountain, holding a sword, with al those shadows surrounding me. | knew they were shadows because
none of them said anything.”

"They looked real enough to us," Jon-Tom told her.

"I remember"-and shelooked up into his eyes with such earnestness that it made his heart hurt-"seeing



you, Jon-Tom. | knew it was you. And Mudge and Clothahump too. | wanted to cry out to you, to
throw away the sword and run to you, but | couldn't, | couldn't!" She started to cry again. Thistime she
let him put hisarms around her.

"It was asif someone dse, that someone up in that building, was controlling my muscles, my voice. |
couldnt call out. And then | found mysdlf trying to kill your friend.”" Colin and Dormas had moved over to
jointhem.

"Lucky for usyou didn't cut himfirgt,"” Jon-Tom told her.

"No danger of that. Lucky for her | used akick before the saber.”

Jon-Tom ran the attack back through his mind, saw the koda striking out with hislong sword first
instead of hisfoot, the razor-sharp blade dicing through red flesh and bone. Saw thered Taeableeding
to desth in hisarms. Too close. It had been too close.

"Where arewe?' Shewas trying to maintain her usua defiant pose, but to his surprise Jon-Tom could
see that she was scared. She had aright to be. "What is this place? Has the whole world gone crazy?"

"Only at irregular intervas," Clothahump explained as he proceeded, with Jon-Tom's help, to tell her the
tale of the perambulator and its captor and how the five of them had cometo bethere.

"And lagtly," thewizard said, "being unable to defeat us by other means, our opponent sought away of
destroying the spellsinger among us. This he did by seeking out and bringing under his sway the

spellsinger'strue love, then copying her and sending al rushing down upon us. It would have worked if
not for the soldierly poise of Mudge and Calin."

"Truelove?' Taeafrowned as she used the back of one hand to wipe the dried tears from her cheeks.
"Whosetrue love?'

Jon-Tom turned away from her. "'I've dways thought of you asthat, Taea, from the night Mudge
brought us together dongside that couple you hadn't finished mugging, to the day you told me you had to
leave because you needed time to think our relationship through. Y ou know that."

"I know what? Why should | know that?"

He turned back to her. "I told you often enough.”

"Like hdl you did, you great, gangling, impossible man! | thought al you wanted wasto bed me. Every
male | meet wantsto bed me, including that obscene otter you hang around with, and he isn't even of the
same species.”

"Somebody mention me name?' Mudge looked up from his arrow-gathering.

"Never mind, Mudge." Taeaturned angrily back to Jon-Tom. "Y ou never said one word about my
being your only truelove."

"Couldn't you tell how | felt about you?"

Shelet out asigh of exasperation. "Y ou men! Y ou expect every woman to be amind reader. How am |
expected to know how you redlly fed if you don't tell me?"



"Truthsayer," said Dormas sagely.
"l just thought-" hetried to say lamely, but she wasin no mood for excuses.

" 'Y ou just thought." Y ou men just think, and we poor women are supposed to divine what you're
thinking about, and if we don't, then we're callous and uncaring and insengtive! ™

"Now just aminute!" heroared. "If you think al you haveto do after disappearingonmeis..." And
they went on in that vein, arguing loudly and incessantly, about just who had let whom down.

Colin was standing nearby, cleaning his saber. Mudge ambled over, nodded toward the pair of
combative humans. "Charmin’, wot? 'Ave you ever seen aprettier couple?' The kodlanodded, turned his
sword over, and commenced to polish the other side. It was thick with red-orange dust. "Listen to them
squall. Tistruelovefor sure”

"Who's thewoman?'

"Old acquaintance o' mine. Carries a sharp knife an' asharp tongue an' is quick to use both. Introduced
‘im to 'er when the two of us had occasion to 'ép 'er out o' atight spot. They didn't ‘it it off right away.
She'sahit o' an independent, Taeais. Been awhile since they've seen each other. | imaginethey'vea
bucket o' mutud insultsto catch up on.”

Mudge's sarcasm was grounded more in the otter's persondity than in truth, for the argument soon gave
way to recriminations and gpologies. Beforelong, Jon-Tom and Taeawere taking amiably and quietly.
That was rapidly replaced by whispering, he doing alot of smiling and shedoing alot of giggling.

"Bloody disgustin',” Mudge said, observing the congenia couple.
"| take it you're not looking for apermanent mate,” Colin commented.

"Wot, me? Listen, mate, the only thing that would ever dow this otter down would be two broken legs,
an' even then I'd do me damnedest to crawl out of any potentia ‘ouseold.”

"| fed differently. Not married yet, but | hope to be someday. | just haven't found alady with whom I'd
fed comfortablefor the rest of my life" He hesitated amoment. "1 find talking about persona

relationships with femaes difficult. I'm much more comfortable when the conversation hasto do with
casting the runes or the arts of war.”

"Isthat s0? Well, then, if you'd like, I'd be 'appy to give you the benefit 0' me extensive experiencein
that particular areain which you confessto acertain deficiency. If you can talk war, you can talk love,
guw'nor."

"I know some folks consider the two not dissmilar.” He eyed the otter warily. "It'sjust that I'm
interested in the diplomatic angles, and | think you're more involved with subversion.”

"Nonesense, mate!" Mudge put acomradely arm around the koaas broad shoulders. "Now the first
thing you got to know is'ow to . . ."

"I've been through severd different kinds of hell this past year," Jon-Tom wastelling Talea. "No matter
where| was, in what danger, | was aways thinking of you."



"I never stopped thinking of you, either, Jon-Tom. In fact, there was atime when | thought I'd made up
my mind about us. | tried to seek you out, only to find out that you'd gone off on somefool errand clear
acrossthe Glittergeist Sea™

"Clothahump was deathly ill," he explained to her. "I went because he needed a certain medicine that
wasonly availablein acertain town. Asit turned out, the whol e expedition was unnecessary, but none of
usknew that at the time. We didn't find that out until it wastoo late."

"There are 0o many thingsin lifewe don't find out until it istoo late," she murmured, waxing
uncharacterigticaly philosophic. "I'm beginning to learn that mysdif.”

It required atremendous effort of will for him not to press his affections on her, dtting there winsome and
vulnerable as shewas. But during their on-again, off-again relationship he'd learned one thing well about
Taea It was best not to push her, to insist on anything, because her natural reaction was not to acceed
but to push back. Having found her again under the most unexpected circumstances, he was going to be
as careful as possible not to drive her away again.

"It'sdl right. | understand. All of us need timeto learn about ourselves. We have plenty of time."

Shelooked up at him sharply. "That's not what you said before. Y ou wanted a permanent commitment
right then and there.”

"I'm not the same person | was before. I'm afull-fledged spellsinger”-that was only asmall fib, hetold
himsdf- "I've been around, and | know alot more about myself aswell as about the world around us.
Enough to know to let love or just friendship takeits course." He reached out to caress her cheek with
one hand. "Right now it's enough just to see you again, just to be near you. | just wish theimmediate
Stuation wasn't quite so desperate.”

She nodded solemnly. "It'sal so bizarre and crazy, but | keep telling mysdlf it must be so because you
and Clothahump both wouldn't lieto me."

"Wewouldnt lieto you separatdy.”
"S0 | haveto accept it. The proof of itisthat I'm here.”
"| fed the sameway."

She hesitated. "If thisisamatter of magic, Clothahump could be the oneto handleit. Youand | could
leave™

"I can't." He swalowed. The pressure of her hand in his sent fire racing up hisarm. "I owe Clothahump
too much. | haveto help him see this business through to the finish, even if it meansthe end of me. Of us."

"That'swhat | wanted to hear,” she said with relief.
"Itis?"
"l was afraid that part of you, that bravery in the face of overwhelming odds, that committment to justice

when confronted by indestructible evil, might have changed dso. | wanted to make sureit hadn't. |
couldn't loveyou if you'd gone sensible on me.”



"“Thanks-| think."

"I know from what you've told me that we have to free this perambul ator thing from its captor up there.”
Sheindicated the fortressjust above the place where they had paused prior to making the final assault. "I
wouldn't leave now even if you agreed to. I've been used. | fed used. | want to make that unseen bastard
pay. He dmost had mekilled, which isn't so bad. But he tried to make you do it. That's dirty. | don't like
dirt, Jon-Tom. | like clean. There's something up there that needs cleaning up." She put both hands on his
shoulders. Her lipswere every close. He leaned forward.

"Maybe," she whispered lovingly to him, "if were lucky, well have the chanceto chop and dice and
dismember him dl by oursdves™

Helicked hislips, sat back, and regarded the light in her eyes and the bloodthirsty grin on her exquisite
face. Thiswas his Talea, no mistake about it.

"Uh-yeah, maybe. Let'stry that leg again, okay?"

"Okay." Shelet him help her up. When helet go, shetook afew steps. The leg was iff and it was hard
going at firgt, but the rest had definitely hel ped her mobility. *Much better." She put her hands on her hips
and tried jJumping afew smadll rocks. "It'll get better ill."

"I'm glad.” He put hisarms around her and thistime had no second thoughts about kissing her. Finaly
they separated, and she pointed to her right.

"The hinny I've met, but | don't recognize your short fat friend.”

"His name's Colin, and he's not fat, he's as solid asiron. HE's arune-caster, areader of the future.
Sometimes, anyway. His skill with the runesis about like my skill with the duar.”

"That bad, hmm?" Seeing thelook that came over him, she smiled and patted his cheek affectionately.
"Just kidding, spellsinger. Speaking of which, you have your duar. Can | borrow your ramwood staff?*

"Lend 'er another saff o' yours, mate!" Mudge howled gleefully.
"| should've split that otter years ago!" she said through clenched teeth. Picking up one of the vanished
clone's swords, she started chasing Mudge over the rocks. The cackling water rat eluded her with ease,

taunting her each time shetook aswing at him.

Colin strode by, intent on making certain their supplies were strapped tight to Dormas's back. "Glad to
see your fianceg's leg's better." He glanced in the direction of the chase. " Sword arm seems okay too."

"They'reold friends" Jon-Tomtold him.

"l know. | can seethat.”

Eventualy awinded Taeagave up and re-joined Jon-Tom. "One of these daysI'll feed that foulmouthed
otter hisworks." She reached up to push red hair out of her eyes. Then she put the sword aside to wrap

both arms around him.

"Promise me something, Jon-Tom."



“If | can."
"When wefind thisevil one, let me bethe oneto day him. I'll make him bleed dowly."
"Tdea, sometimes| think you enjoy fighting too much.”

She stepped back from him, pouting. "If it'safrothy petite woman you want, then you should never have
fdleninlovewith me, Jon-Tom."

"Thewoman | loveis stronger than that, but she doesn't have to be a barbarian ax murderess, either.”

Silence between them. Then her pout gave way to ascintillating smile. "They say that opposites attract,
don't they? Didn't you tell me that once?’

"Y eah, and on reflection | think it was apretty stupid thing to say. All | know isthat | love you with dl
my heart, and if you want to carry asword during the wedding, well, hdll, that'sall right with me, solong
asit doesn't intimidate the wedding master.”

"Wedding master." Shelooked uncertain. Y ou said you wouldn't push, Jon-Tom."

"No oneisgoing to do any pushing except up thishillsde." Clothahump regarded them ernly. "We
have rested long enough. It istime now for usto make an end of this matter, lest it make an end of us.
Thereisno telling what we may encounter inside thesewalls. Taealikely saw nothing becauseit was
intended that she not. All of you must be prepared for an attack of the most outrageous possibilities.

"We have journey far but have the longest way yet to go. And thereis no telling when the next severe
perturbation will occur. Let us make haste to find the perambulator and set it free.™

"I'm ready, by mluv'slegs,” Mudge announced loudly. "Lead on, short, shelled, and stubborn! I'm with
you for 'avin' an end to this business. There're ladies waitin' to be loved and liquor waitin' to be drunk,
an" I'mgick an' tired o' livin' off the land when the land ain't very accommodatin'.”

"You ain't the only one, water rat," said Dormas. "'I'd hate to miss the opening trot of the social season.”
With Clothahump and Jon-Torr in the lead they advanced toward the single doorway above.

Though they were ready for anything, and Colin anc. Mudge were spoiling for another fight, the actua
assault on the faling-down fortress was more of an anticlimax than any of them could have foreseen.
Mudge reached the doorway first. The double doors were fashioned of hand-hewn wood, and not very
well seasoned wood at that. They were high but otherwise unimposing. There were no guardsto
challenge them, no perturbed monstrosities to confront them. Nothing, in fact, to object to their entrance.

Mudge put a paw on the latch, pushed down, and shoved hard. The door swung inward afoot, two
feet-and there was aloud crack. Everyone tensed, and the otter jJumped ayard straight backward, but it
wasn't the sound of something attacking. The door had fallen from itstop hinge. It swayed there, hanging
precarioudy from the bottom loop of iron.

The otter dowly advanced to peer ingde. "Wl ?" Clothahump prompted him.

"Scrag mefor aLynchbany tax collector, Y our Sorcererness, if the bleedin’ place ain't as deserted asa



mausoleum!™

When they entered, they found the outer hall as silent and empty as atomb, just as Mudge had
indicated. But it hadn't been that way for very long. Bencheslay overturned, chairs were smashed againgt
walls, candle standards had been twisted like candy. A few decorative banners hung listlesdy from the
curved ceiling while others were scattered in shreds across the stone floor. Several had been piledina
corner to form acrude bed. A couple of matching couches were missing al their cushions. They found
those afew yardsfarther on. All of them had had their stuffing torn out and thrown around the hallway .

There were gouges in the floor and on the walls. Half-eaten food and other debris was scattered over
everything. Dark stains on some of the furniture and floor at first suggested grisly goings-on. They turned
out to be from spilled wine, not blood.

"Well, thisisencouraging." Jon-Tom studied the halway ahead. It curved dightly to the right. Evidently
Mudge didn't share hisopinion. The otter let out a derisive snort.

"Why? Because it provesthat the bastard werefightin' is alousy 'ousekeeper? Some'ow that don't
reassure me." The otter's eyes kept darting from filthy cornersto shadowed eaves high overhead asthey
advanced deeper into the fortress.

"No. Becauseit hints that he might have exhausted his resourcestrying to stop us outside,” Jon-Tom
replied. "Maybe he's thrown everything a us he could think of and he'srun for cover.”

"l do not think so." Clothahump indicated the destruction around them. "L ook around you. Bannerstorn
down to form makeshift bedding, chairs broken up to build firesin the middle of the floor: such alife-style
would make sense only to amadman, and a madman would not have the senseto retreat. Nor do | think
that after having defended his sanctuary so violently hewould smply give up and run away. | admit thet |
did not expect usto enter so easily, but that is yet another indication that we are up against an unbalanced
mind. What we see hereis hardly the result of poor housekeeping.”

"You can bet onthat," Colin agreed. "It lookslike there's been awar here." He pointed out places
where a blade of some kind had cut not only into the furniture but into the stones of the wall itself.
"Definite sgns of fighting but no blood, no lingering aromaof deeth. | wonder who wasfighting whom in
here?’Y ou think others have preceded us and failed?" It was a sobering thought, one they hadn't
consdered until now.

"I doubt it," Clothahump murmured. "1 know of no one skilled enough to detect thislocation and get here
prior to us. That you arrived in the same territory at gpproximately the same time was due only to your
unique ability to read some of the future.”

The koadaturned his gaze back to the devastation they were striding through. " Then who's been fighting
here?'

"Our unknown opponent. | strongly suspect he has been doing battle with himself, asisnot uncommon
among the insane. | wonder how long he has been assailed by unseen demons and imaginary terrors?’

Sorhl fluttered aong overhead, having to work hard to stay airborne in the confined space of the
hallway. "Master, what kind of maniac opposes us for leagues and leagues, only to abandon the defense
of hisown home?'

"That islargely what we have cometo find out, apprentice.”



"Look there!" Dormas cameto an abrupt halt.
"Where?' Jon-Tom joined the othersin looking around anxioudly.

"Road gpples!” the ninny muttered. "Sometimes | regret not having any hands. It's hard to point with a
hoof. Up there, off to the left ahead of us. | could swear | saw something move."

"Come on, then!" Mudge sprinted down the hallway, skidded to a sudden halt. "Wot the'dl am |
doing?' Hewaited for his companionsto catch up to him before resuming, a amore prudent pace, his
advance. And he permitted Jon-Tom and Colin to take the lead.

Clothahump noted that solid rock had replaced thatch and wood overhead. "We are insde the mountain
proper now. This redoubt is much larger than it appears from outside. | wonder who raised it, and when.
The exterior wals are of relatively recent construction, but thisisold. Precdibriac, | should say. It wears
the poorly constructed walls outside like amask."

Sorbl backed ah- nervoudy. "Master, | hear something.”
Weapons were readied, muscles tensed. "How many of ‘'em?* Mudge inquired of their aeria scout.

"It did not sound like people moving about.” The owl sounded agitated. "It sounded like-like someone
humming. Very loudly.”

"Whichway?" Jon-Tom asked him. The halway forked ahead of them. The right-hand tunnel bent away,
dark and downward. He didn't like the looks of it. The passageway on the left was weakly lit by asingle
torch. He was relieved when Sorbl suggested that they should go that way. Better to confront any
opponent in the light than his own fearsin the dark.

Theingtant they entered the branch tunnel, the sound that Sorbl had detected became audible to al of
them. Even Jon-Tom and Taea, with their inferior human hearing, could senseit clearly. Senseit because
it first manifested itself asavibration rather than as true sound. He touched the near wall with hisfingers.
Y es, you could fed the thrum through the stone. Whatever was generating the noise was far more
powerful than any individud.

Sorbl bounced from onewall to the other, crisscrossing the air above their heads. "It is near, Magter,
very near.”

Another bend in the corridor. The vibration and humming were joined by a high-pitched whistling and a
sound like amplified panpipes. It was amournful, powerful lament. Jon-Tom thought of the multitude of
tones agood snythesizer could generate aswell asthe extraordinary range of sound his duar was capable
of reproducing, but never in his experience had he heard anything quite likethis. It wasasmuch a
disturbance in the fabric of existence asit was music.

Without warning the corridor widened and they found themselves staring into a vast hexagona chamber.
The sx wallsenclosing them were paneled in lapis and jasper, while the domed ceiling was lined with cut
crystal. It reflected back the aspect of the chamber's sole occupant.

So intense was the light that emanated from it, they could hardly look directly at it. It overwhelmed the
torchesthat lined thewdls as eadly asit would have overwhelmed ten thousand such firebrands. Asthey
shidded their facestheir eyestried to ddlinesteitslimitswhile their minds struggled to defineit. The



humming and vibrating it produced seemed to go straight through Jon-Tom's being. He could hear its
song in the bones of hislegs and the tendons of hiswridts. It was not painful or unpleasant, merely deep
and penetrating. It rose and fell, questing and inconsistent, like the waves on a beach, and superimposed
over the degper rumble was that eerie combination of whistling and panpipes.

It was, of course, the perambulator.

Jon-Tom had expected something full of power and majesty. That would be in kegping with something
capable of dtering entire worlds by means of an interdimensiona hiccough. He had expected it to be
good-szed, and it was, for it dmost filled the chamber. It was substantia but also light and airy. What he
had not expected it to be was beautiful.

It hung there in the stagnant air of the chamber, and it was never till. Changing, shifting,

metamorphosing, dtering its structure from moment to moment, it looked like a series of interlocking
dodecahendrons one moment, an explosion of colored fireworks the next. Each new shape was perfect
and tightly controlled, and each lasted no more than afew seconds. Now it was an dectrifying mass of
sharp, fluorescent blades, now a series of infinitely concentric aternating gold-and-silver spheres. The
spheres gave way to a collage of squares and triangles, which in turn were subsumed by an exploding
mass of tiny glowing tornadoes. It was trand ucent and then it was opague. It was agrowling DNA-like
helix spinning a athousand rpm and throwing off blue and green sparks. The hdlix collapsed and left iniits
place atowering cone of light within which multicolored bands traveled from base to pesk before
bursting into the air at the crown as blobs of pure color.

Asit changed and contorted, rippled and glowed, it sang, al whistles and panpipes and synthesizerlike
dominant chords, aliving fugue of color and sound.

"Crikey," Mudge whispered as he joined hisfriendsin gazing at the marvel, "you could bloody well
chargeadmisson.”

"There areisolated descriptionsin the ancient texts." Clothahump was equally transfixed by the
ever-changing magnificence before them. "But they are based more on supposition than on eyewitness
knowledge. To actudly see aperambulator . . ." Hisvoicetraled away, lost in awe.

"Exquidte," said Dormas. "Wouldn't it look grand over the entrance to the st 1s?

"Pretty but dangerous.” Colin had one arm over hiseyes. "It doesn't belong here. Y ou said as much,
Wizard, and | can senseit.”

"Seaing the future again?' Donnas asked him.

"No. Relying on my own inner convictions. It's been here much too long. It wants out.”

"Isit intelligent?" Jon-Tom wanted to know.

"There are as many different definitionsfor intelligence asthere are different varieties of intelligence, my
boy." Clothahump was drowning in wonder but not to the point of having forgotten why they were there.
"A more knowledgeable sorcerer than | would haveto say. But | am of one mind with our fractious, furry
friend. It needsto be freed, to be alowed to depart this cold prison so that it may continueits journey

through the cosmos.”

"Freed how?"' Taleawas brushing back her hair even as she wastrying to shield her eyes. "'l don't see



any ropesor chainsbinding it.”

Clothahump smiled as much as hisrelatively inflexible mouth would permit. "Thetiesthat bind are not
adwaysvisble, my girl. To tie down aperambulator in the manner you alude to would be asfutile as
trying to bottle astar. No, you require something else, at once barely perceptible and yet strong, like the
forcesthat bind the building blocks of matter together. Something that even the perambulator cannot twist
through." He was staring straight at the explosively metamorphosing mass now and no longer trying to
protect his eyes. He was functioning at the pinnacle of wizardry perception, and he drank in thelight as
he drank in the beauty.

Jon-Tom tried to stare, too, but his eyes kept filling with water, and to his chagrin he wasforced to turn
away from the brightness. I don't seeathing, ar.”

"Aye, if theré'sacage 'ere, 'tismore than a mite insubstantial,” Mudge added.

"Soitis" Clothahump told them solemnly. "Asinsubstantial as an evil thought, asfragile as sanity, as
tenuous as anightmare, but as strong aslife and death. This perambulator has been imprisoned in acage
of madness powered by hatred. | seeit asclearly asif it were made of iron.

"Think! A perambulator isin constant motion, ever-changing, but thereis nothing illogica or irrationa
about it. Each universe it speeds through is founded upon logic and congstency, no matter how alien or
different from our own. But every universeis subject to aberrations, to unpredictable flare-ups of insanity
and illogic. These the perambulator studioudy avoids. Until now. Because someone here has managed to
entrgp it in agphere of madness, which isthe only thing it cannot penetrate. It has been walled in and
pinned down.

"But it continues to change, and each time we see it change, a perturbation travels swiftly through the
world and affects the fabric of existence. Mogt of the time the changes are infinitesmal and we notice
them not. A red bug becomesayelow bug. A leaf separatesfrom atreeonly to fal up. A human'stan
deepens or the hairsfall from thetip of an otter'stail.” Mudge glanced reflexively at hisown.

"Normaly a perambulator passes close by the world so infrequently that its presenceis not remarked
upon and its effects never noted. They move too fast to be detected, though sometimes their waste
products can be measured by sorcerous means, even asit passes harmlessy through our own bodies.”
Jon-Tom struggled to find an analogy for his own world, but the only thing he could come up with wasn't
very pleasing. Could cosmic raysredly be perambulator piss? Try laying that explanation on aparticle
physcg.

"That iswhat we have to ded with," the wizard was saying. "A cage of insanity. Somehow we must
destroy it."

Jon-Tom found his attention wandering from the perambul ator to the doorways that ringed the chamber.
All stood empty-for the moment.

"Who could generate something like that?"
Clothahump, too, was studying the portas. "One of great power and utter madness. Both are required.”

"A sorcerer off ‘isnut. Great." Mudge moved alittle closer to histdl friend. So did Taea



"Soyouthink | am crazy?'

Everyone turned. Instead of appearing at one of the other entrances, the questioning figure had snuck up
behind them.

Hewas done. Nor did he leave much room in the narrow corridor for anyone else. He was nearly astall
as Jon-Tom and much more heavily built. Mental condition aside, the owner of the challenging voice was
not someone Jon-Tom would have cared to meet in adark dley.

Colin held hislong saber tightly in both hands. "Wolverine. Biggest onel ever saw.”
"And quite mad," Clothahump murmured.

Even Jon-Tom could seethe wildnessin the wolverings eyes, that faint burning light that was amockery
of the perambulator's own. It was staring straight at them without redlly seeing them, asthough the
animal's perception had become unfocused. He wore what originaly must have been fine robes of silk
and lesther but which now hung about his massive body in rags.

In one huge paw he clutched afour-bladed battle-ax. Jon-Tom couldn't have lifted it, much less made
use of it. But the wolverine made no move to attack. Instead he seemed to be searching the chamber
beyond them. It was dmost as though their very presence confused him.

"l am not crazy. | am Braglob, supreme among the wizards of the Northern Marches, and thereis
nothing wrong with me." He stretched his other arm out toward them. "Go away, get out, begone dl of
you! Leave medoneor it will go worsefor you. | won't warn you asecond time." He raised theimmense
battle-ax, holding it easily over his head.

Mudge dipped around behind Jon-Tom so he could notch an arrow into his longbow without being
seen-and coinci-dentaly take cover behind the human'slanky form.

Clothahump took a step forward. "I am Clothahump of the Tree, supreme among all wizards, and | tell
you that we can't leave just yet. Y ou know that we can't.”

The wolverine's heavy brows drew together as he struggled to make sense out of this comment. It
occurred to Jon-Tom that this Braglob was completely out of it. Not that it made him any less dangerous.
If anything, the contrary wastrue.

"Y ou have been warned!" Braglob waved the ax over hishead. "I am master of the perambulator. | will
causeit toturndl of you into pebbles. No, into tiny crawling things, into worms | can use for fishing. You
will know your own dime"

"Y ou will do nothing of the kind," Clothahump replied with impressive self-assurance, "or you would
have doneit already. Y ou have repestedly made attempts to prevent us from reaching this place, yet we
stand here before you. There is nothing more you can do. | do not believe you control the perambulator.
Y ou canimprison it in asingle sphere of space-time, but you cannot contral it. Once | thought it might be
possible. After seeing both it and you, | am convinced it isnot, for it is more astonishing and avesome
than | believed possible, and you areless 0.

"Liars, intruders, trespassers, interlopers, al of you!" The wolverine hunkered down, and Jon-Tom
tensed, trying to interpose himsaf between the huge creature and Tdea. The redhead would have none of
that and kept trying to edge around in front of him. Difficult to be chivarous, he mused, when the woman



you aretrying to protect is only worried about whether or not she will have the opportunity to use her
sword.

Braglob again studied them without seeing them. Clothahump was right, Jon-Tom thought. Heis
completdy crazy. Despite the near fatd encountersincurred during the long journey up from Lynchbany,
despite dl the trouble caused by the perambulator, he found that he was il able to muster a soup8on of
sympethy for their opponent.

Physicdly he was more than impressive, but the torn clothes, the dirty fur, mitigated that impression.
Braglob clearly hadn't bathed or groomed himsdlf or had a decent medl in no telling how long. Herewas
an antagonist moreto be pitied than feared. Anindividua at war with himsdlf, striking out at invisble
opponents, fleeing from the tormentors that had invaded not hisfortress but rather his own mind.

"L et the perambulator depart,” Clothahump was saying quietly, "and we will leave too. We need not
fight. Thereisno argument, no enmity between us: only an accident of supernature. Let it go."

'Wo!" Braglob snarled, showing powerful teeth. "The pretty stays. It makes me fed good. It warmsme
with its company.”

"See," the wizard whispered to his uneasy companions, "he finds the perturbations reassuring. They
convince him heisno crazier than the rest of theworld.”

"l am not insane!" the wolverine shrieked in aghrill voice. "It isyou who are mad, who want me put
away s0 | cannot chalenge the Smpering, sSickening status quo you find so comforting. Y ou and rest of
theworld." And he encompassed it with a single sweeping gesture. "But the perambulator will fix thet.”
He adopted ady expression, grinning a some private thought. "1 will keep it here closeto me. The
changeswill come more and more often. Soon they will be permanent.”

"Being mad," said Clothahump dowly, "you can do one of two things. Y ou can make therest of the
world as mad as yoursdlf or'-and he held out ahand in friendship-"you can make yourself unmad. If you
would but let us, we might be able to help you. If your madness can be cured, you will no longer fed the
need to livein an insane world. Y ou won't be able to in any event, because before too long, the
perambulator is going to perturb the sunitself. It will blow up and you will die, mad or sane, asquickly as
therest of us. Giveit up, fellow practitioner of the art. Giveit up.”

"Prevaricator within abox, come no closer, | warn you!" The wolverine skittered back into the corridor
afew steps and gestured threateningly with the battle-ax. Clothahump ignored the warning and continued
his measured approach, reaching out now with both hands,

"Come now, sinceyou still retain enough sense to execute spells, you must redlize in some part of your
brain that you are gravely ill. Why won't you let us help you?"

"No, please, stay away!" It was not athreat thistime but a cry for help wearing the guise of an
admonition, adesperate, pleading whine. The wolverine had backed himsdf up against awal and held
the ax out defengively in front of him. Jon-Tom was startled to see that the giant was trembling.

"Well, I'll be damned,” Mudge muttered as Clothahump continued to talk to their nemesisin soothing,
reassuring tones. "No wonder '€s off ‘isnut.”

"What do you mean, Mudge?' Tdeaasked him.



"Cor, you mean you can't any of you seeit? No, | expect you can't. 'Tis plain enough to me asthetail on
me backside. This'ere Braglob, for al 'issize an' sorcerous skill, ‘€s abloomin’ coward. And | ought to
know onewhen | sees one. No wonder '€s crazy. Ashig as'eisan' awolverine to boot, why, if | ‘ad
that Sze and those muscles and that kind o' naturd fightin' ability an' skill at magicking and was till a
coward, I'd probably be abit unbaanced mesdlf.”

"Sothat'swhat it is." Now that Mudge had pointed it out, Jon-Tom wondered how he could have
missed seeing it right away. The wolvering's whole posture and attitude since they'd encountered him was
indicative not of defiance but of fear. Hewas afraid of them. All the threats hed made since confronting
them were just S0 much bluff.

That did not, however, mean that he was harmless. He flung the battle-ax aside and tried to crawl into
thewall, wrapping hisface in both arms as he turned away from them.

"No, don't come any closer, get away!"

How much of awizard he was, they might never know, but madness can amplify magic assurely asit
can physicd strength. Insane people have been known to do extraordinary things, from bending the bars
on hospital room windowsto ripping off straitjackets while fighting adozen men at atime,

Clothahump was blown backward by a blast of pure terrified madness, fueled by cowardice and
powered by fear. He did have just enough time to draw in his head and limbs as he was thrown into a
wall opposite. As helay there rocking back and forth and trying to recover from the concussion, Braglob
turned his paranoiaon the rest of them.

"Go away, don't hurt me, leave me aone!™ he sobbed.

The wind that struck them stank of madness. Dormas dug in and somehow managed to hold her ground.
Colin had alow center of gravity to begin with. He immediately dropped to the ground and dug into the
floor with his powerful claws.

But Mudge was lifted and tossed backward. Only his otterish acrobatic ability enabled him to tuck and
roll. Hewas only dightly bruised as he reached out and grabbed onto one of Dormass hind legs. He
hung on astheinsane gdetore a him, trying to blow him away, stretching him out behind the ninny likea

furry flag rippling on apole.

Jon-Tom had the duar around in front of him and was playing before the first sorm-bresth struck. The
main force of the gale split and passed to either sde of him. Taea stood at his back, shielded by his body
and the aura of immobility in which hed wrapped himsdf. Her red hair streamed out behind her. What
wind did get through the spellsong ripped at Jon-Tom's clothes and blew dust in hiseyes. But it was not
strong enough to knock him off hisfeet.

Braglob dowly turned to stare at Jon-Tom, having at least temporarily vanquished al other opponents.
"You! Why don't you go away too? | want you to go away!" He waved both arms at Jon-Tom. A
stronger gust of wind battered him, but he was able to hold his ground. "Why don't you go away?'

"Because | am not of your world, and so | do not respond to your madness.”

"What insanity isthis?' roared the wolverine. "Another liel" Hisface twisted violently. "It will haveto be
something specia for you, then. Something unique. Something | have never tried before. Something even



more devadtating than your heart's desire.”

"No, it won't. This madness has to stop. Not only for our sake and for the rest of the world but for your
own sake aswdll, Braglob. It doesn't matter what you do from now on because. . ."

And he began to sing, "We're not gonnatake it. We're not gonnatakeit. We're not gonnatake it
anymorrre. . .!I"

Dee Snider and the rest of the gang would've been proud.

Braglob let out atremulous howl. At the same time the deegp-throated hum and the song of the
perambulator grew louder gtill. Jon-Tom sang on, aware that Taleawastugging at his shirt.

"Jon-Tom-look!"

There was something in the brilliantly lit chamber besides the perambulator. Gneechees. Not just one or
two thistime but a veritable snowstorm of them, each as bright and intense as the perambulator itsdlf.
Andfor thefirgt time outside of adream he found he could look at them directly instead of just out of the
corner of hiseye,

They danced inthe air, coalescing until they'd formed alaser-pure spird that wove itsway around the
perambulator. They appeared to be tiptoeing on its fringes, tangent to but not quite touching the
substance of the gpparition that it was. They had been drawn to this place by Jon-Tom's spellsinging and
remained to luxuriate in the instability generated by the perambulator.

Jon-Tom was growing hoarse trying to match his output to that of the otherworldly traveler. The sound
battered at his body as much as at hisears. The music of the perambulator raged through his soul. He
couldn't go on much longer.

So he threw the dice, took the chance, and tried to draw to an insde magica straight by changing his
song in mid-refrain, switching abruptly (as abruptly asthe perambulator, in fact) from adefiant ballad to
the sweetest strong song he knew.

Braglob wasill-prepared for the sudden shift in tactics. The wolverine staggered away from hiswailing
wall, fought to draw himself upright. Y ou could see the change come over him. His expression softened.
His body relaxed as the tenseness drained out of his muscles. Most reveding of dl, the wild,
undisciplined stare began to fade from his eyes. Gone was the terrified, frozen glare; gone the hopeless,
defensive posture.

He blinked once, twice, did Braglob the Mad, and smiled a Jon-Tom.

Behind him there came an explosion of light and sound. Even though he was|ooking away fromiit, the
sudden pulse of energy temporarily blinded him. Gneecheesfled the chamber like amillion retreating
miniature suns. The humming and whistling of the panpipes retreated before asingle reverberating note
like the lowest register of some gigantic organ.

Jon-Tom made himself turn, heedless of the consequences. The single devagtating flash of light had
faded, and he could see that the perambulator had been transformed alast time, into acrystaline
geometric conglomerate so utterly perfect, so heart-stoppingly beautiful that he thought he would burst
into tears.



Heturned away just intime. A second energy pulse even more powerful than thefirst lit thewalls.
Jon-Tom ft himsdlf lifted off hisfeet by the sheer pressure of light. He saw himsdlf turning, tumbling,
doing adow somersault inthe air, and bouncing gently off thefar wall.

The organ pedd faded with the light, and so did his consciousness.

XV

Cam. It was so calm, he thought as he regained his senses. It was quiet in the chamber, but in hismind
he dtill heard that climactic fina note, felt the photonslifting him off the ground and shoving him againgt the
stones. Y et as he picked himsalf dowly off the floor and checked his bones, he discovered that there was
no reminder of that hard contact, nothing broken, not so much as a bruise to indicate where he'd struck

thewall. Even his clothing was undamaged.

A smadl shape lay crumpled nearly, lithe and familiar. It let out asob. He ssumbled over to kned beside
it."Taea"

Shewaslying on her belly. Herolled her over, and she grabbed him tightly with both hands. He winced,
having forgotten how strong she was. Then she recognized him and loosened her grip.

"Jon-Tom?"
"Youredl right?'

She did not reply immediately, as though the question required some careful consideration. "1 guess so. |
shouldn't be. | think | bounced headfirst off the calling, likeaball in agame of whigt." She sat up without
hisad. "But | fed okay. Just alittle dazed. What happened?’

"The perambul ator went away. It didn't go quietly, but | think it went joyfuDy. By bresking Braglob's
madness we broke his control over it." He was looking past her, toward the center of the now-empty
chamber. "I think the perambulator, in itsway, was saying good-bye to us asit departed. Or maybe it
was nothing more than abstract noise. | guesswell never know."

Their companionswere dowly picking themsalves off the floor. Clothahump was examining the air
beneath the dome. Protected and cushioned by his shell, he'd recovered first. Mudge was brushing
himsdf off while Dormaswas trying to untangle her legs from Colin, who'd been blown into her by the
force of the perambulator's departure.

And there was one more who was recovering rapidly from the shock. Jon-Tom left Taeato cautiousy
confront their nemesis.

Braglob was flexing hismuscles, testing first hislegs and then his mighty arms. He appeared clear-eyed
and dert.

"How do you fed?"



"Very drange, man." The wolverine lifted the hem of what once had been afine piece of clothing. "Why
am | clad inragslike this? Wait-1 remember now. Yes, | remember." Heraised his eyesto meet
Jon-Tom's. " Something about changing the world. | was going to change the world so that | would fedl
comfortablewithiit.”

"But you don't have to do that anymore, do you? There's no longer any reason to live in acrazy world
because you're no longer unbalanced yoursdlf. Y ou're cured, Braglob. Y our madness departed with the
perambulator. A little spellsnging goesalong way."

Mudge had rgjoined Colin, leaned close to whisper to the koala. "Cured, ‘e says. Look at ‘em standin'
there grinnin' at each other. If you ask me, the both of 'em are nuts.”

Braglob listened, and as he listened, he was nodding dowly. "It istrue. | don't remember exactly what |
was doing or why. | remember only that | was afraid. I've dways been afraid. Eventudly my fearsdrove
me from my family, my friends, my home. To this place, where | resolved to dedl with my fearsby
changing theworld. | had to do that, don't you see? It wasthe only way.

"My companions laughed at and tormented me until | fled to this remote region to escape their taunts.
Even the smallest citizens, the rats and the mice and voles, threw things at me and chased me from their
company. So | came hereto practice my art. | studied hard. And | trapped the perambulator! Something
the books said could not be done. I, Braglob, did this," He searched the chamber behind Jon-Tom. "And
now it isgoneignt it?"

Jon-Tom nodded. "Gone like your madness and the fear that drove you mad. Y ou couldn't live with
your private terrors, could you? Y ou couldn't ded with being awolverine and acoward at the same
time"

"Y ou understand, then. But | am no longer fearful. | fed as| should. The fears are gone, every one of
them, along with the pain and the hurt that was with me every day, here." He rubbed the back of his head
and neck. " fed-normd." His smile vanished.

"But | was going to change theworld. | can't do that now. | wasgoing to ruleit. Tell me, man, isit better
to live asane but ordinary life or to be amad emperor?' He reached for the massive battle-ax, which lay
where heéd tossed it aside. "Y ou have given me back my sanity but have stolen my dreams.”

Jon-Tom took a step backward, his gaze shifting rapidly from the ax to Braglob's face. Thiswas not
turning out as held anticipated. Not only was the wolverine acting in aless than thankful manner, he
seemed downright displeased about something.

"Y ou could have left me aoneto work out my problems on my own,” Braglob growled.

"Left you aone? Y ou mean, you were enjoying being acoward?"

"Of coursenot.”

"Then you're saying you were happy as amadman?”'

"No, but | didn't know that | was mad. | knew only that | was going to rule the world, or at least that |
had the power to dter and affect it. Now | have no power at al." He held the battle-ax lightly in one

paw.



"Y ou don't need that now that you've had your sanity returned to you."

"A wolverine who has no need of power? What aien philosophy isthat?1 had power and you toleit
from me. But you areright. Y ou did cure me. | am quite mysdlf now. Quite."

It suddenly struck Jon-Tom that having disposed of the perambulator and its perturbations, aswell as
having cured its captor, they now had to decide how to ded with an angry, intelligent, six-foot-tall
wolverine with, so to speak, an ax to grind. Y es, Braglob was himself once more, with the temperament
typical of amember of his gpecies.

"Uh-oh, 'erewe go again." Mudge disengaged himself from Colin and made adash to recover his sword
and longbow. Dormas turned around so that her hind legs were facing the dowly advancing Braglob.

"Bereasonable. Y ou're not thinking straight,” Jon-Tom told the quietly furiouswolverine. "There are Six
of usand only one of you."

Braglob was not impressed. " Six againgt one wolverine. Fair enough odds, man.”

Jon-Tom didn't want afight. It was crazy. There was no reason for afight. The perambulator, the real
cause of dl thetrouble and the reason they had made the long journey to this obscure mountain valley,
had been sent on its merry way. It was ridiculousto think that they had accomplished al that they'd set
out to do, only to be faced with an entirely new and unexpected danger in the form of this now-hedthy,
belligerent Braglob character. It made no sense, no sense at al. He wasn't going to stand for it!

However, he still had to convince Braglob of thét.
"l could havelived withit," the wolverine was muttering angrily. "1 could have coped. We wolverineslive
all our lives on the edge of madness asit is. But power ishard to get and harder to hold. Y ou took it

fromme"

Jon-Tom was trying to think of what to say next when asmall, squat shape stepped past him. Y our
problem," Colin said as he fumbled with his pack, "isthat you're not completely cured yet."

Holding the menacing ax high overhead, Braglob hated and turned his attention to thisnew arrival.
"What do you mean, not cured?’
"It'sobvious. You're ill acoward.”

The wolverine's eyes grew wide, and his nogtrilsflared. " Still acoward, am 1?1'll show youwho'sa
coward, fat-bear. I'll smash you likeabug."

Colinheld up ahand. "Y ou're still afraid. Not of me, or of any of therest of us, but of the future. You
don't know what it holdsin store for you now that you've become yoursdf again, and it frightens you.
When you were mad, you didn't give it athought. Now you haveto."

"Everyoneisalittlefearful of thefuture,” Braglob snapped. "You aswel asl. That isnot cowardice, it is
common sense. Thereisnothing that can be done about it."



"On the contrary.” Colin extracted hisfamiliar silver-and-black lesther bag and stepped boldly forward.
"I am areader of runes. Asapractitioner of the art, you know what that means. | can foretell the future. |
cantdl yours." He shook the bag so that Braglob could hear the pile of runesrattle within.

The wolverine hesitated. "No one can foretell the future. All rune-casters are charlatans and cheats.”
"Not dl. A few of us have the skill. None of usis perfect, but I'm pretty good.”
"It'satrick. You'retrying to shield yoursdves from my wrath."

"Snakeshit. Y ou can Sit close and watch me. If | try anything that looks phony to you, I'll bein easy
reach. Maybeif | tdl your future and it looks good to you, you'll consider letting us leave without any
bloodshed.”

A long pause. Then the ax descended-to hang loosely at the wolverings side. "Very well." He gestured
past Colin with hisfree hand. "Y ou seefive tunnels leading from this chamber in addition to theone | am
standing in. Only one other leadsto freedom. The other four are dead ends.” He sat down opposite
Calin, blocking the halway with hisbulk.

"You can't dip out past me, and the odds againgt you finding the other exit on afirst try are dight indeed.
Y ou will remain here as hostages to my disappointment until | have decided whether to reward this
fat-bear or grind dl of you underfoot.”

"Fair enough.” Colin sat down closeto Braglob.

"Let'srush 'im, mate," Mudge whispered to Jon-Tom. " 'E'sbig an' tough and 'e might get one or two of
us, but the rest would get away clean. An'if we'it 'im fast enough, we might all of usmakeit. Let's'ave a
‘imwhile'€ssittin' down an' preoccupied.” Hisfingers began to dide dowly toward his sword.

Jon-Tom put arestraining hand on the otter'swrist. "No. Let's seewhat Colin can dofirst.”

"Wot, an' wait while 'e entertains 'im at our expense? Better to 'ave ago now while we've 'df achance
to surprise'im.”

"l sad wait."

The otter whispered something particularly vile, and Jon-Tom bridled, but he knew Mudge wouldn't
attack on hisown. Being the first into afray was not the otter'sidea of sensible strategy. So he fumed and
kept his hand off hisweapon.

For his part, Jon-Tom wondered what their best move would be should Colin'sreading fail to assuage
thewolveringsfury. Certainly he was big enough and fast enough to block the corridor he was
occupying. Not even Sorbl would be able to dip past, for the roof was within reach of the wolverine's

weapon.
"My future, then, and be quick about it," Braglob demanded, gesturing threateningly with the ax.

"Y ou want this done right; it can't be rushed. First the ground must be prepared.” Colin leaned forward
and began smoothing the dust away from the polished stone benegth. "Everything must be just so, or the
cagting will be usdless." Using the dust and dirt he'd gathered, he drew an dlipse on thefloor. " Perfection
in preparation isthe key to a successful reading.” He added severa arcane symbolsin the center of the



ellipse. " See here. By concentrating the runes on this spot well have the best 1ook at your immediate
future”

Braglob leaned forward interestedly to study the symbols. "1 have practiced the art, but | do not
recognize these."

"They're not uncommon. It'sjust hard to delineate them properly when al you haveto form themwithis
dirt and dugt.”

Braglob leaned forward until his nose was amost touching the symbols. "Y ou areright. | believel do
recognizethem.”

"That's good, because it'samost time to cast." So saying, he grabbed the neck of the sack tightly with
both hands and, with a swiftness even Mudge would have been hard-pressed to match, brought it down
inasweeping arc to land with aloud whomp on top of the wolvering's skull. Previoudy Jon-Tom had
only consdered their metaphysica weight.

Braglob's lower jaw dropped. Colin clobbered him with the bag of bone and stone a second time, and
the wolverine keeled over to land chinfirst in the center of the circle asthe sack exploded, sending the
contentsflying.

Mudge ran forward, bent to examine their opponent's face. "Out cold. Well struck, mate. That'swhat |
cdlspredictin’ thefuture.

"Yes, | thought a saw a period of extended rest in store for our combative friend here. It's not easy to
read the runes through the leather." He eyed the shattered sack dolefully. "Thiswill be hard to replace.”

"I'll pay for the sewin',” said Mudge grandly. "Wot say we leave 'ere and find ourselves the nearest
seamstress? Preferably one with talented 'ands.” He gave the kodlaahand in recovering the scattered
runes.

"Should we finish him once and for al?' Dormas gave Jon-Tom's ramwood staff anudge. Hedidn't like
theidea of killing an unconscious opponent, but he looked to Clothahump for advice.

To hiscongderablerdief thewizard agreed with hisfedings. "My own prediction isthat he will deep for
therest of the day. This| base on my own reading of clever Colin'srunes." There wasahint of atwinkle
intheturtléseye. "When he recovers, hewill be mad again, only it will be adifferent and far less
threstening kind of mad. If heis guilty of anything, it isof acting like one of hisown kind. I know
wolverines. Braglob will not come after us. They have short memories aswell as short tempers, and this
one hasagrest ded of redlity to catch up with. When he comes 'round, he will have other thingson his
mind. Besides which, his species has no taste for an extended hunt and we will be well on our way.

"No, | think our misguided friend will be more interested in returning to his home and settling scoreswith
his old tormentors rather than with us. Besides which, | am opposed to any unnecessary killing."

Mudge had tired of hunting for bits of bone and wood and had been listening slently to thewizard's
declamation. Now he could no longer restrain himself.

"Unnecessary killin? This oversized cowflop tries to destroy the whole world and then usin particular,
an' you say snuffin' ‘im would amount to unnecessary killin?Me, | never saw akillin' so necessary!"



"Y ou heard Clothahump,” Jon-Tom warned hisfriend. "Ther€ll be no bloodshed here.”

"Oh, who am | to argue with 'l s Sorcerership's ethics? | ain't no grand master of magic. I'm just asmple
gambler, | am. | just liketo cover me betsright isdl, especidly when it's melife that's been pushed into
the pot. 'No unnecessary killing.' If I've 'card that once, I've 'eard it athousand times from the both of
you twits. I'm sick of it, you lot! Don't you understand that there ain't no such thing as an unnecessary
killin'? 1t definesitslf, it does. | cdlsit takin' out insurance, iswot | cdlsit.”

"Dormeas, are you ready?" The hinny nodded. " Sorbl?* The owl landed atop the pile of suppliesand
responded with an agreeable hoot. "Let's go, then." He and Clothahump led them up the halway, past
the wolverine's unconscious form.

"Oh, yes, let'sgo, by al means," Mudge grumbled as he shoved both paws into the pockets of his shorts
and scomped off in their wake. "Nobody wants me advice, anyway." His grousing echoed through the
corridor asthey retraced their stepsto the world outside.

Jon-Tom forced himself to sound casua as he spoketo Taea. "Y oull come back to Lynchbany with us,
won't you?' He held his bresth while awaiting her reply.

She said nothing for severd minutes, staring straight ahead and looking solemn, but finaly could contain
the smile sheld been holding back no longer. "Of course, I'm coming with you, you slly spelsnger.
Whereesewould | go in thisbleak and barren country?*

He swdlowed. "Maybe-maybe you'l stick around alittle longer thistime? Not," he added hatily, "that
I'm trying to put any kind of restraints on you or anything. | know how much you vaue your
independence.”

Her smile seemed to shove the clouds back to the moun-taintops as they emerged from the halway onto
thetrail outside. Y ou know, Jon-Tom, anything can get old. Anything can become boring. Even
independence.”

He had compaosed alengthy and carefully considered reply when he caught Clothahump grinning at him.
He understood what the wizard was trying to tell him immediately. There were times when be talked too
much and ended up talking himsdlf into a predicament from which he couldn't extricate himsdf andin
which he need not have foundered in thefirst place. So he just nodded down at Taeawhile adopting his
most mature and farsighted expression.

"| understand.”

She gppeared to find thisthe ideal response because she rose on tiptoes, grabbed him firmly around the
neck, and bent him forcefully to her. He held the kiss until his back began to hurt.

Finally he straightened, caught his breath, and turned to regard the poorly constructed fortressin which
they'd encountered so much wonder and danger. His ears fill rang faintly from the force of the
perambulator's departure. 1t was asight and sound he would never forget, amemory he would be able to
cal upon during times of darknessto reuvenate and ingpire his spirits. It had been his good fortuneto
look upon the majesty of the universe.

Héell, hed jammed withiit.

They made excellent progress as travelers ways do when they are on their way home, and camped that



evening on the far sde of the mountain pass.
"Poor Braglob," Jon-Tom murmured. "May hefindly find contentment and happiness within himsdif.”
" 'Appiness'emay find." Mudge scratched at one ear.

"But contentment? Not bloody likely. | never saw a contented wolverine. Those folks are dways upset
about somethin'. Even when they're makin' love, they're yellin' and screamin' a one another. Fortunately
there ain't many of 'em around. Probably because they don't get dong any better in bed than they doin

sodiety.”

Jon-Tom turned to face Clothahump. The wizard was leaning against alog on the opposite side of the
campfire. His eyeswere half shut, and he appeared to be contemplating the night sky, a broad sweep of
gars and congtdlations very different from those Jon-Tom had grown up with.

"What do you think happened to the perambulator, Sr?'

"What?' Theturtle glanced over a hisyoung charge. "Went on itsway, of course. Across the cosmos.
Out of thisuniverse and into another. | wasjust thinking: What if one could be controlled across such
distances and brought back? What might we learn of redlity? What images might we gaze upon, what
mysteries might we solve?' He Sghed deeply.

"That isaburden you will suffer under yoursdf one of these days, my boy. The pain of not knowing, the

ache of ignorance, the compulsion to know what lieson the far sde of the hill, while redlizing that no
matter how much you learn, there will always be another hill to surmount. That isthe curse on a seeker of
knowledge, the curse of never being satified.

"When | was very young and apprenticed to the famous sorcerer Jogachord, | would ask him new
questions constantly until findly, tired of being pestered, he would say to me, 'Does there haveto be an
answer for everything? And | would reply in utmost earnest, 'Y esl’ Then hewould smileat me and say,
'Apprentice, with that attitude you will go far-provided no onekillsyou firg." "

"The curse 0' never bein' satisfied? | suffer from that meself,” Mudge declared. "Only, it don't involve
idiocieslike 'too much knowledge'."

"Weall know what it involves, Mudge," said Taeadryly. "Y ou don't have to burden uswith the details.”
The otter looked hurt. "Now, 'ow do you know wot | was goin' to say, luv?"

"Because given the dightest opportunity, you awaystak about the samething, water rat. Y ou have a
one-track mind."

"Aye, but wot apleasant track it is, especialy when it leadsto-"

"Mudge," Jon-Tom said exasperatedly.

The otter put up both paws defensively. "All right, mate. | can see that you lot don't share me favorite
topic o' conversation. You'l just 'ave to suffer along for therest o' the evenin' without 'earin’ about me

glorious exploits concernin’-oop, forgot. | ain't supposed to talk about that.”

A sudden thought made Jon-Tom sit up straight. "Hey, if Colin can seeinto tomorrow, | wonder if he



can predict if I'll ever get home or not?!

Clothahump shrugged as best he could without shoulders. "Anything is possible, my boy. It might be
worthwhileto find out.”

"It'd be adamned sight more than worthwhile." He let his gaze wander around the campsite. Dormas
was degping soundly off to one side. Tdealay curled up next to him, her face aportrait of fase
innocence, the outline of her body a delicious sine curve against the ground. Mudge sat nearby, his paws
behind hishead and his cap pulled down over hiseyes.

But where was their rune-reader? Come to think of it, where was Sorbl? He rose, nervously surveyed
the encroaching night, and murmured to Clothahump. "Braglob? Y ou think he's been tracking us after
dl?

"No, no, my boy. It ismost unlikely. In any case, he would have been detected by now. The wolverine
scent isastrong one, and there are sengitive noses among us." He climbed to hisfeet and joined
Jon-Tom hi scanning the forest. "But your concern is not misplaced. 1, too, wonder where our friend and
my agpprentice have taken themsaves. Sorbl! Y ou good-for-nothing famulus, where are you?"

Jon-Tom cupped his hands to his mouth. "Colin! Colin, answer ugl"

"Now wot? | can't talk about love an' now | can't deep.” The otter jumped up. "The people | get mixed
up with!"

They spread out but didn't have to search far. The two missing members of their party lay beneath the
great spreading branches of a cocklegreen tree. They were singing softly to each other of their
contentment and of life's disappointments. The dmost-empty bottle that Sorbl was clutching in one
flexible wingtip provided an explanation both for their disappearance as well asthe impromptu concert.

Clothahump wrenched it from his apprentice's grasp and held it upside down. A few golden drops
tumbled from the mouth. He shook it at the thoroughly inebriated owl.

"Y ou useless bag of feathers, we accomplished what we set out to do! Y ou were supposed to stop
drinking. That was our agreement. Whatever was |eft was to be conserved for medicinad purposes only!"

"Thash whet"-the owl swallowed and appeared to having some difficulty speaking-"thash whet it was
ushed for, Mashter." He promptly fell over backward. "Y ou don't have to hit me, Mashter.”

"Disgugting.” Clothahump threw the empty bottle into the bushes. " And that wantsto become awizard.”
He turned and marched angrily back toward the camp.

"I'll say ‘tisdisgustin’. It bloody well stinks." Mudge leaned close to me owl'sface. "Why didn't you
come and get meif you were goin' to ‘ave yourselves a bleedin' party?"

"Didn't-didn't want to dishturb you."
"And, besides," Colin said, hiswords grave and dow, "there redlly wasn't enough for three.”

Mudge glared over at the koada. "An' you call yoursdf afriend?’ Herose and stalked off in the wizard's
wake, leaving Jon-Tom aone with the two revelers. He rose and walked over to knedl next to the koda



"Calin?'
"Who?'
"Hey, that'smy line," chortled Sorbl. He and Colin started cackling hysterically.

Jon-Tom waited aminute or two before putting a hand on the koalas shoulder and shaking him. "Coalin,
listen tome. Thisisserious. | need to know if you can read my future. | need to find out if I'll ever be able
to go home again, back to my own world.”

"Waell, | might be ableto," the kodareplied with enforced solemnity. "1 just might. Except for one thing."

"What onething?" A hand came down on his shoulder, and he looked up into Taea's moonlit face. She
was smiling down hopefully a him.

Colin raised himsdlf up until hislipswere closeto Jon-Tom'sear. "I can't read runes tonight.”
"Y ou can't? But you've read them at night before.”

"I know. But | can't read them tonight.”

"Why not?'

The koaa put athick finger to hislips, leaned close again. "Because Mudge and | threw them in that
river we passed this afternoon.” His face contorted, and he and Sorhbl fell to laughing uncontrollably again.

Jon-Tom gaped a him. "Y ou did what!"

"Threw 'emintheriver. Never did much care for rune-reading, anyways. Folks dways bothering you,
asking you the damnedest things, never leaving you done. The hdl withiit. I'm going home and into my
brother-in-law's eucalyptus-leaf pressing business, like my sister dwayswanted meto. That'sanice,
sensible, respectable occupation.”

"Y ou couldn't have waited one more day, could you?' He sat heavily back on hishedls. "I don't suppose
you can reed the future without runes?’

"What d'you think | am, somekind of magician?' The kodawasrapidly faling adeep.

Taeareached over to run ahand through Jon-Tom's hair. Her presence made him fed very much better.
"Hush and don't take it to heart, Jonny-Tom. For some of usthe futureis not to know." She put her lips
to hisear. "But | can predict some very good things coming to you in the near future." Her voice dropped
even lower, and Jon-Tom couldn't help but grin as she continued whispering to him.

Hewas il upset, though, and told Colin so. The koalafrowned, struggling to retain consciousness.

"Asamatter of fact, | did read the runes one last time before we cast ‘em into the current of fate, s0 to
speak. Sort of afarewdll prediction.”

Jon-Tom bent forward. "Whaose future did you read? Not mine, or you would've said so aready.
Mudges? Taeds?'



"Nope."
"Clothahump's?’ The kodlashook his head. " Sorbl's, then?”

"Nope. None of those. | was interested in where the perambul ator was off to, after listening to you and
the old one going on and on about how it can go anywhere and everywhere. | got curious, wondered if
maybe it was going to come back to our world and start up the troubles al over again.”

Jon-Tom shook his head. "That's nothing to worry about, unless by some unbelievable coincidence it
landsin Braglob's vicinity again. Though since heisn't crazy anymore, even that isn't very threetening. We
don't have anything to worry about anymore on that score.”

"Maybe most of usdon?, but you might."
"Me? Why me?!

"Becauseit'son itsway to your world. It's going to stick around there for awhile and do its dance.
Thingsthere are going to go alittle crazy, maybe for afew yearsinstead of afew months. | couldn't seea
timeline clearly. Why, it's probably there already, right now, even aswere Sitting here talking about it.
And I'm afraid it's gone and gotten itsdlf stuck. That's what the runes said, anyway." Helet his head back
down on his hands, rolled over. "Now go away and let me deep. All of asudden I'm kind of tired.”

"No, wait!" Jon-Tom shook him again. "I've got to know in case | do get back. Maybeit's stuck
someplace whereit can't do any real harm. Y ou've got to tell me whereit's going to go!"

Colin murmured something under his breeth, blinked deepily up at the insstent Jon-Tom. "Where? Oh,
some little town called Columbia, in adidtrict or state caled Washington.”

Jon-Tom let out arelieved sigh. "That sounds pretty harmless. Way up in the north woods somewhere."

"Or," Colin mumbled uncertainly as he drifted back to deep, "wasit someplace cdled Washington, in the
digrict of Columbia?'

"Colin? Colin?' Jon-Tom findly stopped shaking the erstwhile rune-reader. He was sound adegp and
snoring loudly. "I wish | knew which wasright. It may be there dready, undetected and unseen, twisting
and turning, working its mischief.”

"It doesn't matter. There's nothing you can do about it." Taeawas easing him backward, planting small
but intense kisses on his neck and chest as she did so.

Soon he was gazing thoughtfully up at the stars. "What the hdll," hefinaly muttered, "they'd never notice
the difference there, anyways."

Then hewas staring up at Taleainstead of the stars, and not an iota of beauty had been lost in the
trangtion.. . ..
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