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CHAPTER ONE

	The Charmed Town of Villamont

	Many years ago in the beautiful land of Nolajz, there lived an elf-magician named Marcus Realwright. He and Edgar Stubbenfield, his nearly tailless tabby companion, traveled from hamlet to town to city, riding on the butter-colored back of Andover, Marcus's faithful, but free-thinking, steed. Their business: working magic for those folk needful of elven spells.  

	One warm afternoon in late spring, the three approached the tall west gate of the prosperous town of Villamont, where their client Sir Noah Vendura owned most of what there was to own, and, like his marble mansion, dominated all. Vast clouds of birds of every color, size, and shape streaked and screeched above the shining palace on the hill, and Stub didn't like the looks of it one bit. He was fond of birds, as meals, but he cringed as the shadow of the cacophonous, ill-assorted flock fell over him. 

	"What's with all these birds?" he growled. "This is the last time, Marcus."  

	"I agree." There were at least ten times more birds than last time they'd been to Villamont, and there had been too many then. Marcus liked birds — some of his best friends were birds — but these, he thought, were just wrong. "Let's do this business today, if we can, and then get out before we have to say 'no' to Vendura." 

	Marcus dismounted and paid the Villamont gatekeeper his two-sous entry tax with a smile, while Stub leapt from Andover's back, flinging himself against the keeper's legs, rubbing and purring, hoping to pass himself off as a regular, non-toll-paying cat. Stub's generosity was legendary when spending money on wine and women (feline and not), but gatekeepers were another matter entirely. His odds of free entry were badly affected by his insistence on wearing clothes fine enough for Sir Noah himself. Today's outfit, of shimmery light blue satin trimmed with burgundy velvet and exquisite hand-worked chartreuse lace, earned him a two-sous fee, which he paid with bad grace.  

	Andover, unclothed as always, easily escaped paying. He limited his wearing of clothing to the occasional horse blanket after a brisk run. He loved the nudist life, and naked horses were so much safer, too, the clothed, talking sort of horse being much in demand with rich folk.  

	Stub's tiny stump of remaining tail twitched as he leapt onto Andy's back. "I despise being a cat," he said for the ten thousandth time, and it had only been three months. "It's full of humiliation." 

	Marcus gave him a friendly rub behind the ears, and a scratch under the chin, and Stub began to purr, twitching his stub in pique, torn between ecstasy and a snit.  

	"Look on the bright side, laddie," Andover teased. "At least yer not a talking horse."  

	"There is that," Stub agreed. Poor Andy. He was just so unattractive when he talked — that big mouth full of yellow teeth — and that accent. Stub patted him on the neck, careful for once to sheathe his well-manicured claws. "I really should count my blessings, minuscule as they may be."  

	Andover silently counted his: Marigold, waiting for him back at Stubbenfield Manor. He snuffled happily. He loved Marigold, and he loved being a horse; it was perfect; nothing could be better. He was delighted the enchantment had befallen him at an irate conjurer's hand; his only real worry was that it might come undone. Poor Stub, on the other hand, had originally been the rich, dashing, and human son of the elder Earl Edgar of Stubbenfield, and he did not want to be a cat. 

	As he and Marcus padded along the paving stones side-by-side, Andover counted another of his blessings: traveling. He loved traveling, and he loved the exercise it brought him. He figured the eight to nine hundred miles of walking he did every season would keep him healthy and alert long after his more sedentary friends had neighed their last. It was entertaining, too, the parade of places and faces during the fine-weather traveling season, then a warm contented overwintering in a sheltered valley stable come the rainy months. Not too shabby! Not bad for a lad from Auld Reekie. 

	Andover and Marcus made their spirited way up a wide brick and cobble road towards the center of town. Villamont's architecture was captivating: fantastic towers and graceful arches, multi-level houses sculpted of clay, their walls painted with mica-shiny glazes and inset with hand-drawn tiles and hundreds of windows, small and large, in a myriad of colors and shapes. Sun-warmed benches grew from garden walls, fountains cooled palm-filled courtyards, and shady arbors of grape and aromatic, flowering vines offered refuge from the steep and sometimes dusty streets.  

	Every so often what looked like it ought to be a street would turn out to be a canal. Gondoliers sped through intersections between water and land as if there were no chance they could stop. In fact, on the canals running roughly northeast to southeast, they couldn't stop! Villamont was located on that same slope that the great falls were part of, and it dropped rather extremely to the southeast. To some folks, these fifty-degree descents were stunning fun. A few of the slopes were even set aside as waterslides. Small, beautiful bridges seemed as plentiful as land.  

	Stub had often thought what a perfect place Villamont would be without Sir Noah Vendura. Its setting, high on a hill above the Two-Dots River, was the loveliest he had seen, showing vistas of plains and mountains and jungly rainforests, and situated just across from the magnificent cliffs over which Tartuffe's Two-Dots and the Task River of Rangamon made their separate plunges, joining five hundred feet down in a huge bubbling pool that became the Ranaway.  

	In Villamont, you could have anything you wanted. Hundreds of restaurants served scrumptious food. The markets had every variety of thing. The climate was superb. The women were gorgeous, the men charming, and the nightlife was absolutely beyond belief. The young Earl of Stubbenfield, while in human form, had been in the process of purchasing an apartment in Villamont's Rue Large when the cat situation occurred. His father had encouraged him — via rather strict checkbook control — to not buy the apartment just now, to reconsider now that he was a cat: did he really want an eight-bedroom flat in the heart of the entertainment district? Well, maybe he did, but maybe he didn't. Stub's protests that the cat thing was a purely temporary condition held no sway with his father.  

	The three travelers stopped gratefully for a drink at one of the many creeks that flowed, cool and pure, down the green hill into the rivers. Children played in the stony shallows. Thousand-year-old trees grew lovingly in the fine soil, their gigantic roots twisting above ground, forming snug spots for mice and chipmunks, a comfy seat for weary travelers, climbing footholds for children and elves, hollows for rainwater.  

	But today the trees were overfull with birds, and the noise ground at Marcus's spine and made him think of his slingshot.  

	"This town needs more cats," Stub said, lying flat and tense against Andover's golden mane. Flocks of birds flew as of one mind from fountain to tree to bakery doorway, from parapet to garden to food vendor's stall.  

	Marcus and Andy strolled at last into the noisy central plaza, Stub riding on Andover's neck, Marcus holding the reins loosely, just for effect. No one paid them much mind. Stranger-things-than-they were all around them.  

	Villamont was a trading town, located where the three countries of Nolajz, Rangamon, and Tartuffe faced one another across rivers, where the Task and Two-Dots joined together to form the massive, unpredictable Ranaway. Buyers and sellers from a hundred cultures and dozens of species mingled and tangled in the warm evening sun. Merchants' stalls offered all the bounty of the three countries: fruits and vegetables and grains, chickens and other fowl, fish, strange sea creatures, seaweed , herbs, housewares, furniture, construction materials, cloth and clothing and leather goods, books, paper, stirring art, ancient objects, and wondrous inventions, some of which even worked.  

	A group of half a dozen elf children sprang into the plaza as if released from a magician's hand. They flitted about, glancing off the fountain, skipping up the walls, giggling and making high musical sounds, vanishing and reappearing like pointy-eared fireflies. They were extremely adorable, Marcus thought, and he felt that urge, again, to have wee elf children of his own. But where oh where was the woman to help him?  

	He looked around at the hagglers and llamas, merchants and servants. Not here, he decided with a sigh. Not here, not there, nowhere.  

	Elves and humans, horses, camels, carts, carriages, bicycles, and rickshaws went about their business as usual, in fits and starts. Every kind of boat clogged the main canals. As usual, everyone's attempts to get from here to there — on either land or water — were interrupted again and again by statues of Sir Noah and various other tributes to him — columns, murals, informational plaques — blocking their paths, but today, unusually, there were no complaints. Burly guards stood about the square, armed with clubs, knives, swords. On past visits, they had shown themselves quick and ruthless, harassing or striking down anyone who might say a bad word about Sir Noah too loudly, but today they stood about, functionless, practically snoring on their feet.  

	"Why does everyone seem so blasted content?" Stub growled. Indeed, there was a notable lack of the loud misunderstandings, high-pitched conflicts, and irate grumblings of insurrection that Noah's bully behavior and Villamont's complicated cross-cultural interactions usually produced.  

	"Something to do with an enchantment on the water supply, would be my guess," said Marcus. "Folks are feeling friendly towards Sir Noah." The multi-tiered fountain at the center of the square, topped with a gargantuan statue of his lordship, sparkled oh-so invitingly in the sunlight. It looked positively enchanting.  

	A human toddler's traumatized scream split the air. Half the marketplace stopped to see what was up; the other, jaded or distracted, half kept going as though nothing were.  

	The plaza, like the rest of Villamont, was thick with birds. Three loud pushy seagulls had knocked a honey-drenched sweet from a little boy's hand; he wailed miserably, and the birds took turns flying at his face and nipping him with their beaks.  

	"Ruffians," Stub muttered. His rump raised up into the air and swung back and forth, poised to spring. His stub twitched uncontrollably; his whiskers quivered. "Lowlifes." 

	"Calm yourself." Marcus laid his hand on Stub's back, atop the hackles. He looked around for the child's guardian, but saw no likely face. Blast, was he going to have to get involved? Complications, always. He took a few tentative steps towards the now hysterical little boy, but stopped abruptly as a ferocious whoosh of air mussed his hair and blew down his spine. It sounded just like the ruffling of dragon wings, which he had actually heard one time, and it seemed to be coming from right above his head.  

	Yes. A seriously overlarge orange bird perched above him on a twisty dark baobab branch, trailing scarlet tailfeathers eight feet long, flexing its gargantuan wings, shifting restlessly from foot to foot. At least it wasn't a dragon.  

	Andover bristled, his jaw tight, as Stub's rear claws ate into his skin. Aye sure, this was a big bird, and he was trying to be understanding, really he was.  

	Stub looked up, despite himself, from beneath the horse blanket. His mouth dropped open in surprise. What a very attractive bird! He moved his paws from off his head, and stared at the orange behemoth in appreciative wonder.  

	The bird gave them all a grouchy look, then flourished a red wing tip once, a large gesture, in an irritated way. The toddler's screams stopped abruptly, making the intense noise of the marketplace sound, for a small instant, like silence. Even the flocks of birds quieted for half a moment. The boy was laughing now.  

	Marcus turned to look, and had to smile as he took in the boy's happily changed situation. The three gulls spun upside down in front of the child, twirling on their heads in the dirt and gravel. They flapped their wings wildly, trying to upright themselves, but seemed stuck. They made not a sound; indeed their beaks seemed unable to open. The panic showed in their bright tiny eyes. A laughing crowd formed around the hapless birds.  

	"Heh, heh," Stub chuckled. "Heh heh. Heh. Marcus, you bad boy. Heh huh." His face took on a quizzical look. "Hey, wait, you couldn't.... What did you....?"  

	Marcus stroked his stubbly chin with his elegant, callused hand. He looked up at the bird and around the courtyard with interest. Whose magic was this? And, considering Stub's magic-messing propensities, what had the spell been meant to do? 

	The big orange bird squawked. Annoyed, it waved its wings this way and that. The gulls continued to spin. Marcus was afraid their little heads were going to get spun into bone meal. Was he going to have to go help the rotten little gulls? An elf-magician did not lightly undertake to interfere with another magician's spell.  

	Suddenly, Marcus felt a thrilling shiver of excitement. An exquisitely enticing force shimmered at the edge of his awareness. He saw streaks of lightning flashing behind his eyelids and felt faint. He couldn't breathe, but he felt no fear — only joy.  

	His head suddenly turned itself all the way to the left, and he found himself looking over his shoulder at a glorious apparition — a woman. She stood in a recessed doorway, wrapped in a green cape, her hair a cascade of dark earthy brown, her face a teasing puzzle in the play of shadows. He caught a glimpse of pointed ear where the shining hair was tucked. Marcus looked into the eyes of the vision for one moment — so deep; his knees grew weak. The vision winked at him. He dropped into the tan dust of the marketplace.  

	"Get up!" Stub whispered. "Get up! You're embarrassing me."  

	Marcus searched and caught one more glimpse of all-knowing, sea-green eyes, and then, suddenly, nothing.  

	A burst of raucous squawking assaulted the marketplace. The three gulls flew furiously past, right side up at last, close enough to make Stub's whiskers wave in their wind. Then the poor naughty birds were gone, flying across the Ranaway into Rangamon. 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	Disaster at Sir Noah Vendura's

	As it turned out, Sir Noah could not, or would not, receive Marcus and friends till the next morning, but Vendura's servants quickly provided for the tired trio in the usual grand style. Marcus's thoughts of avoiding any enchantments lurking in Sir Noah's household by taking a room elsewhere evaporated as Andover decisively let himself be led to the supremely comfortable Vendura stables and their world-famous oats.  

	Stub and Marcus stretched out in two spacious suites in the villa's luxurious guest wing. Marcus bathed in a great big golden tub; Stub washed himself at length, purring with great contentment. Cat baths felt wonderful, that rough tongue, silky fur, like getting a great massage. And you could reach virtually everywhere (keeping oneself looking very well groomed indeed).  

	They refreshed themselves, drinking gallons of pure spring water, and a bit too much really good wine. There were fish, juice, cheese, bread, apples and figs, and not an enchanted morsel among them. Sir Noah had always been careful to show respect for Marcus's power, and Marcus hoped that habit would continue. Although he judged Noah as utterly incapable of magic, Noah's money could buy magic by the barrelful, and Marcus was hardly the only one offering it. He wondered again who had done the water supply enchantment — low magic.  

	Upon arrival, Stub had asked a servant the whereabouts of several lovely lady kitties he'd met on his last visit to Vendura Palace, only to be told they had moved. Stub realized eerily, after some time, that he was apparently the only cat on Sir Noah's huge estate now. That, combined with the much too much bird presence, kept him from his usual fabulous night's sleep. All of his dreams were too awful to look at in the light of day, so Stub was glad when he finally awoke and was able to forget them.  

	Marcus slept great. By morning, he felt less like someone who had been sleeping on the ground for nearly a week, and more like his best self, rippling with energy and good elven power. He dressed in his now-clean puffy-sleeved white silk shirt, topping it with a hip-length vest of dark linen. Boots of leather covered his tight tan trousers to the knees. A wide black belt and a spirited maroon poof of hat completed his ensemble.  

	"Looking good," he said, eyeing his handsome five foot eight inch self in the jewel-framed mirror in the hall. He tucked his brown hair behind his pointed ears, and practiced his politest "don't mess with me" face.  

	"Meow and how," Stub judged himself. His fur, beautifully patterned in grey, black, and brown stripes, was groomed and glossy, his blue suit had been cleaned and pressed, and he was wearing his new collar, lustrous with gold and many fine jewels. Princess Phoebe of Tartuffe had gifted him with it a week ago, and this was the first occasion he'd had to wear it. Shows just how glamorous the so-called glamour professions really are, Stub mused.  

	Stub hiccupped as he and Marcus entered Sir Noah's courtyard, his digestive system alarmed by the birds. Always, Noah had been a bird magnet — always, hundreds of birds had made his courtyard their home, roosting in bushes and trees, cooing and squawking from archways and pedestals, gliding and flapping and generally being obnoxious. At every visit it had gotten worse, but the quantity of birds now was truly ridiculous. And the quality was dubious as well. A fast little blue bird buzzed Stub's stub of tail, and Stub slashed at the air with his claws, itchy for a fight, but desperate to avoid one.  

	A glass table sat under a striped awning, offering tea, pastries, fruit, meats, fish, and cheeses. Stub knew from past experience that the birds would stay away from this area (Noah believing, to his credit, that fine food and bird droppings shouldn't mix), and he ran to it like a soldier to a foxhole. Then he fluffed up his fur, and hissed, and flicked his tail, and stuck out his tongue — and started in on the sardines and brie.  

	A gigantic shadow fell across the courtyard, and Marcus assumed it meant the arrival of Noah Vendura, who really needed to slim down. But the movement was like a bird's shadow, and he looked up to see the same orange bird that had glared at him yesterday in the plaza; it was now flying high above the courtyard, astonishingly fast, towards the Two-Dots River beyond.  

	Suddenly there was a blinding flash in mid-air; all the birds in the courtyard leapt from their perches as if shocked; and the big orange bird let out a blood-chilling squawk as it zoomed toward the courtyard like a hawk after a mouse.  

	Stub scrambled for shelter, but to no avail, as he was, somehow, flung from under a chair and completely out of the protection of the awning, to be immediately bonked on the head by a shiny falling object. The big bird screeched to an impressive mid-air halt, hovering a couple of feet over Stub. The tabby, knocked flat and dazed, lay on the paving stones and batted at the bird with his eyes closed protectively. The bird closed its eyes, too, as if in concentration.  

	"Ow! Ow, ow, ow!" Stub cried, as his blind blows failed again and again to connect with the bird. "Ow!"  

	Marcus rushed up to his poor friend. He noticed at once the source of Stub's pain: a chain of some sort was around Stub's neck, and it seemed to be exerting a horrific pulling force against the tender cat hairs that stood stretched to their very limits. The jewelry seemed glued to his furry neck.  

	Marcus instinctively glared at the hovering bird, who was nearly twice his size. The bird opened its eyes, glared back, then lunged for Stub's neck. It pulled at the chain with its beak, using apparently all its terrifying might, while Stub screamed, opening his eyes only long enough to apprehend the disastrous nature of his current experience, before closing them and screaming some more. Marcus shoved his hands and shoulder into the bird's chest, striving to push it away.  

	"His exalted highness Sir Noah Vendura," came a servant's nasally voice. Marcus snorted despite the considerable distractions and despite his best intentions; this introduction always cracked him up.  

	The big golden bird made an even more unattractive sound than Marcus had — a kind of sound that really should not be made in public — and flicked Marcus away with an arrogant wingtip, then zoomed to the top of an old oak tree, where it violently flapped its wings, knocking away those birds unfortunate enough to be anywhere in the vicinity.  

	Stub righted himself with some dignity, and brushed some of the dust from his fine clothes. He glared up at the furious bird, but the fury in his own eyes quickly melted into a fond smile. The bird looked down its beak at him in a haughty way, and turned itself slightly aside, never removing its eyes from his neck.  

	Sir Noah had entered the courtyard; his retinue of three servants fawned about him with half-hearted interest. Marcus always thought Noah's villa was like a bad stage show using amateur actors who really didn't want to be there. He and Stub pretended to make very tiny half-bows as Vendura approached. He was large and droopy and slow-moving, and was — beyond belief — even less attractive on this visit than he had been on past ones. At last, he stood across the little table from Marcus and Stub.  

	The servants lowered a massive, yet portable, throne-like chair behind Noah's bottom, and he collapsed into it. They arranged cushions for his comfort, and offered him a deep glass of red wine, which he downed in one gulp. His breathing, as he recovered from his exertion, sounded like bears fighting. 

	Four buzzard-like birds flew from ramparts of his villa and settled across the wide back of his throne. A squawking began among the hundreds of avians, an eerie rising cacophony of some group mind at work, unintelligently from the sounds of it. The noise stopped after an interminable quarter of a minute; the birds fell silent almost as one, as Noah's smooth voice entered the courtyard's airspace. It was smooth, but it was wheezy, and with a whine to it.  

	"Sit," Noah Vendura ordered his visitors. "Eat." Stub and Marcus each took a chair, and pretended to nibble a bite. Vendura treated everyone as if they were his to command, and it gave Marcus ulcers. He really had to stop working for this jerk, however well he paid.  

	Vendura pulled eight heavy, glistening gold sovereigns from a leather pouch. "Lucrative work. A research project." He set half the stack before Marcus and turned to set the other half at Stub's place. 

	To his great embarrassment, Stub began to purr. The very worst thing about becoming a cat, which he found almost unbearably humiliating, was that he no longer could hide his emotions. It seemed like he was always purring or tail-twitching, spitting or hissing.  

	But suddenly he had greater worries, such as whether he was going to be able to continue breathing, or not. Sir Noah had somehow propelled his huge bulk out of his throne and was at Stub's throat. His gargantuan hands tore at the chain around Stub's neck.  

	"My medallion!" croaked Sir Noah with a terrifying growl. He viciously tried to yank the chain over Stub's ears. "That is the chain that holds my medallion!"  

	"Ow!" screamed Stub. "Ow, ow, ow!"  

	"Give it here, thief! Come, cut this off!" Two guards and an official-looking man moved towards Noah, but they weren't moving fast.  

	"Think, Vendura!" Marcus cried. "Would the cat be wearing it if he stole it from you?"  

	"The bird dropped it on me," Stub yowled.  

	"You lie!" Noah roared. "Give it to me, now, or I'll cut off your filthy cat head!"  

	"Enough!" cried Marcus in a voice that froze all in the courtyard. "We are not thieves, and you will not treat us like this!" He whipped a long wide-bladed knife from his belt, and moved towards Sir Noah. Not too surprisingly, the guards and hangers-on moved away from the threat, not towards it. They cared nothing for Sir Noah, who was no more than their slave master. 

	 Noah loosened his hands from Stub's neck ever so slightly, and Stub pulled himself free. He streaked under the table.  

	"It's my medallion, and I want it back!" Vendura raged.  

	Marcus was thankful at this moment that he had turned Stub into a cat, because Sir Noah obviously, clearly was intended by nature to be a toad, and if Marcus hadn't had the horrifying cautionary experience he'd had when he'd turned Stub into a cat (intending all the while to turn him into a cad), he would have been sorely tempted to do Noah a bad turn. Marcus wondered whether his gut instinct — that Noah Vendura had been consorting with powerful evil of late — could possibly be mistaken. The sweaty, flaccid man looked defiled and polluted, as if it were impossible to bathe enough to wash away the filth.  

	"No piece of jewelry is worth hurting my friend," Marcus said, mesmerizing Noah with careful brandishing of the shining blade. "You need to keep that first in mind. Take a seat." Noah dropped heavily onto his throne. He looked overwhelmingly grateful to be sitting despite his obvious intentions to be difficult and grouchy and enraged. "Now," said Marcus, "may I put this knife away?"  

	"You'd better put it away," Noah growled, "or my guards will make you into a dripping pile of history."  

	"Not today," Marcus said. He decided it was time to make a show of strength. "Bunker!" he called, and scuffling sounds came from under Stub's table.  

	"I've seen you do this bunker thing before!" Noah yelled. His skin was crimson. "What are you up to? What does it mean!" 

	Putting in earplugs and putting on a blindfold were not easy things for a cat to do, and Stub had worked hard, if not graciously, to learn the skills, having no choice. But it didn't mean he had to like it. He hissed and spat, glad for a good snit. 

	"Ready?" Marcus called. 

	"Bunkum!" Stub growled.  

	Marcus let go of his knife, but instead of clanging to the paving stones, it floated through the air most gracefully. A whoosh of astonished sound escaped from the flunkies in Noah's courtyard, two of whom briefly fainted, coming to when they hit the ground. (Even the mildest magic makes some people swoon.)  

	The knife journeyed straight to the bridge of Noah Vendura's sweating nose where it hovered an inch away from what the yogis call the third eye, point aimed.  

	Noah was dripping in fear. Yuck. Enough.  

	Marcus gave a little whistle, and the knife made a perfect right angle, then another, to effect a U-turn, and sped back to lay itself atop the little mosaic-topped table that was providing shelter to Stub.  

	The knife trick was only a small piece of magic, but in tense situations Marcus was careful to use only magic he was sure of. Failed magic, magic that showed the limits of your power, was not only embarrassing but potentially a devastating strategic move.  

	Noah wiped his brow, his face a snarl. Marcus took a deliberate seat at the table.  

	He reached down and picked the kitty up, planting him in his lap. He discreetly removed the little ear-plug pillows from Stub's cute little ears, and removed the blindfold from his blue-green eyes, and stuffed the plugs and blindfold back into Stub's silken pouch and  tightened the drawstring.  

	Stub fixed Noah with an unnerving, unblinking stare, eyes barely over the top of the table. That was about all he could do — stare him to death. Sure, his claws were deadly against a mouse, but they would barely dent Noah. He hated being a cat. Here he was — sitting in laps, cringing under tables, yowling like a baby because someone — or something — had pulled his hair. He should have been out there pulling knives and kicking derrieres.  

	Instead, he presented his neck to Marcus for examination. 

	"Let's have a look," Marcus said. Noah grunted and shifted in his chair, craning forward with difficulty. Marcus and Stub each kept an eye on him. Marcus tried mightily hard not to use magic against others. Good elves held their powers to be sacred and didn't just go around making life easy for themselves, and hard for those against them.  

	"What is it?" Stub asked testily, rubbing the bump on his head. 

	"Well, it's a chain of some sort. It's stuck," Marcus said, pulling gently and ineffectually at the glorious golden chain that lay rigidly around Stub's neck and disappeared into his waistcoat. "It won't come off."  

	"Ow! No kidding."  

	Marcus unbuttoned the top five buttons of Stub's waistcoat. There, stuck fast to the tabby-patterned chest, was a medallion.  

	"My medallion!" Noah yelled, lunging, in a sort of slow motion, for it. Marcus rapped his knuckles with a log of salami, and Vendura plopped back into his chair, growling and whimpering. 

	Stub strained for a look. "How'd it get in there?" he wondered. 

	Marcus squinted at the glittering gold. Seen together with Stub's jeweled collar, the effect was nearly blinding. Marcus put his face close to the shimmering amulet. "Great Onlof!" he said. "This shows you, Stubben!" Stub bent his flexible spine to the side and back around, and peered down at his chest.  

	"Meow!" Stub couldn't believe it. There he was, cast in gold. He looked good.  

	Noah was yelling. "It doesn't show a cat! It shows a bird!" He attempted to rise, but thought better of it.  

	"Baloney," said Stub.  

	"It's a bird!" Noah leaned forward and grasped for the medallion. "It's a bird! It must be!"  

	"Careful, Vendura." Marcus flung his arm between Noah and Stub.  

	"Don't tell me to be careful, elfboy!"  

	"Then don't be careful!" Stub ordered. "One way or another you're going to do what we say!"  

	Noah couldn't seem to puzzle that out and didn't waste many precious brain cells trying. "I must have the medallion!" he raged, his face turning purple. 

	"You know," Marcus said. "Sometimes we think we must have or must do a certain thing... but then as time goes by, and we don't get what we wanted, we realize we really didn't need or want it anyway. Maybe this is what will happen to you." Marcus gave Noah an annoying smile. Noah sputtered and belched like a volcano about to erupt.  

	Stub struck an aggressive pose atop the table. "Bottom line, like it or not. It's not your medallion. It's mine. Obviously. It shows me." He growled low and throaty, just for fun. This was good! This was one way of making sure he'd never have to do business with Noah again. He might even live to tell the tale. He allowed Noah a view of the medallion. "See, it shows my collar, this very one given me by Princess Phoebe of Tartuffe... just last Tuesday...." He put his paw to his collar and his voice trailed off, as he wondered just what was going on here after all.  

	Noah angled his bulk forward, Marcus on the alert. What Vendura saw on Stub's chest caused him to recoil like a howling landslide of angry mud — slow, powerful, dangerous, disgusting.  

	"Was it something I said?" Stub inquired. "Not my breath, is it?" Sardines and brie were a bit much for some folks. An interesting weapon, perhaps.  

	"Oh great Mordar! It's a cat! It's a cat. It's a hideous cat!" Noah turned on Stub. "It's supposed to be a bird," he screamed in fury. "You've ruined my bird! You've destroyed my medallion!" He was rumbling and shaking like a covered pot on the boil. His quivering bulk looked like it might topple onto the little kitty. "You've re-cast my medallion with your vile cat face!"  

	"Excuse me...," Stub began.  

	"This is Sir Stubbenfield's medallion," Marcus said, waving his hands at Noah with a very small flourish. A glass crashed from the little table to the pavement. Marcus and Stub both winced. So much for magic in the presence of a disbeliever — in the presence of an unbunkered Stub.  

	"Sure it is," said Stub.  

	"Don't wave your hands at me, elfboy," Noah screamed. "That is my medallion, and I want it back!" His eyes were popping out of his head in fury. Maybe he would just keel over dead, thought Stub. That would be fine.  

	"Your medallion had birds on it," Stub said in a patronizing tone. "This one has me on it, so it's obviously, ipso facto ergo et cetera not yours."  

	"It is mine! There cannot be more than one such!" 

	"Before you get too, too worked up," said Marcus between teeth gritted in search of patience, "maybe you could check on that. Maybe you could go check on your medallion? See if it's missing. Maybe it's still there. You never know." Marcus put just a smidgen of elven suggestion into his voice. "Just so no one gets all upset over nothing."  

	Noah looked confused. Despite being the loudest bully in town, he was essentially weak-minded. And, although he seemed irritated to be issuing these commands, he did it. "Vassals! Raise me up! Guards! Make sure elfboy and kittyboy don't leave."  

	The guards all stood up straightish, while Noah and his retinue made their way to the doorway. They  slouched again once he'd at long last waddled out of the room, but they still looked fearsome enough, and bored, which was not a good sign.  

	"Bunker," Marcus said, opening Stub's pouch and doing the honors.  

	"Grrr," Stub said.  "Bunkum!"  

	Marcus took half a dozen little cups from the stack on the food table, lined them up, and poured a bit of tea in turn in each. He placed his hands over the center of the line of cups, and moved his palms simultaneously to the edges.  

	"Okay," he said, walking up to a big bearded guard. "Drink this." The guard downed it without a second's hesitation. "Dumb as a dinosaur," Marcus said, heading for the next guard.  

	After all the guards had had their refreshing tea, they smiled pleasantly for a few moments at Marcus and Stub, while Marcus and Stub stared back at them pleasantly, and then the guards began to go to sleep. Standing up. They, each one in turn, simply folded their hands in front of them peacefully, lowered their heads to their chests, closed their eyes, and started snoring.  

	Marcus removed Stub's appurtenances. "Unbunker," he said, needlessly. "Let's go."  

	Together they strolled nonchalantly out of the room and down the corridor to the outer gate, smiling politely at those they passed, who smiled politely in return. It was all very pleasant. At the stables, they found Andover laughing with a beautiful blond filly.  

	With a nod to the beauty, Marcus said, "Andy, we have to go, right now." He starting slapping horse blankets onto Andover's back. "Sorry to interrupt," he said. "But Stub's stealing from his Lordship."  

	"It's my medallion," Stub said. "His has a bird on it."  

	Marcus opened Stub's mouth and looked at this teeth. "Are those milk teeth? Were you born yesterday?"  

	Stub snapped his mouth shut, grazing Marcus's knuckles. Andover sighed gently, then rubbed noses with the filly in a friendly, horsey farewell.  

	Within a minute and a half, Stub, Marcus, and Andover had bid amiable adieus to Sir Noah's western gatekeeper and were cantering down the road in quest of getting out of sight around the bend so they could start galloping like madmen.

	
CHAPTER THREE

	A Big Orange Bird for Stub 

	Marcus was keenly aware that Sir Noah would send his troops after them. Maybe even worse, he feared that the lovely town of Villamont would be off limits to him forever after. The depth of his heartache at the thought surprised him. It was a lovely town.  

	He scanned the hills for a likely detour. They would have to go overland soon to lose Noah's soldiers. He realized their only choice was to take a llama path over the mountains, and they soon veered onto the rutted yellow dirt — uphill — track. Within half an hour they had lost sight of the road, and any travelers on the road had lost sight of them. 

	This round and verdant landscape was easy on the eyes; indeed it was among the most spectacular in famously spectacular Nolajz, but it was hard to travel through, and hard to get a living out of. There were few areas flat enough to farm, and even those were extraordinarily rocky. Piles of cleared rocks in carefully engineered twelve-foot stacks bordered every garden spot.  

	Llama farming was the common profession here, and the shaggy creatures dotted the slopes. They were raised for their wool, and as strong, sure-footed pack animals. But this land was a challenge even to their hardy ways. Especially this time through. Marcus had never seen so many stumbling llamas. They looked scruffy, too — droopy, low of energy. None of the llamas even raised a hoof to greet the travelers.  

	As with horses, a few llamas could talk. They mostly tended to become actors or be kept, quite offensively, Marcus thought, as exotic pets for rich folks like Noah Vendura. Marcus knew that Andover had especially strong feelings on the subject: he not only liked being free and private — he required it. Marcus felt the same way for himself. Although he wouldn't mind being shackled to the lovely elfwoman he'd seen — and felt — and locked eyes with — in the marketplace.... 

	He awakened from his swoon as a shadow cooled the air, and he looked up knowing what he'd see. Birds.  

	"I see Pandor," Andover said, pointing his muzzle towards a llama atop a big rock, who was balanced on three legs and waving at them with the fourth. 

	"We can't visit long," Marcus said. "Great Morph, he looks terrible." His fur was yellowed and gray and had fallen out in clumps, leaving rough and shiny patches of skin.  

	"Jumping jacks, mate!" Andover galloped up to the base of the rock, setting Marcus and Stub to joggling on his back, ignoring the subsequent yelps and claws, touching noses and flanks with the llama who'd stumbled down to meet him. "Whoa, mate, ye look...."  

	"Don't tell me. If I hear it again, I'll snap." 

	Actually, thought Andover, Pandor looked more likely to explode than snap.  

	"What's it all about?" Andover pressed. "The birds?" 

	"Yes!" Pandor said, gesturing first at the flocks soaring high above him, then at the branches full of frantic, amorphous shapes congealing into grey masses, and finally at a frenzy of birds harassing a group of llamas who were trying to graze. "The birds are eating all the llamaberries."  

	"Not that!" gasped Andover. He realized instantly the scope of the looming disaster. There was no substitute for llamaberries; llamas had to have them.  

	"That will really foul up the llama business, won't it?" Stub asked. "Does anybody else know about this?" If they changed course now, they could be at the commodities market at Moreless in time for him to make a killing on llama wool futures.  

	"It will destroy all us llamas!" Pandor raged. "Death is at our door!"  

	"No, no!" Marcus cried. "No, you're not going to die!"  

	"How know you this?" asked Pandor with a defeated sneer. 

	Marcus hung his head, his heart heavy, and reminded himself not to take it personally. Pandor was super-stressed, and he and the other llamas had some serious problems. 

	"Why don't you just start eating birds?" Stub asked. 

	"Because they're foul," spat Pandor. 

	"Fowl are tasty," Stub said. 

	Pandor gave him a look, snorted dismissively, and turned to Marcus. "It's that Tasmin. Larry's son," he fumed.  

	Tasmin, Evil Lord of Rangamon. A shiver went through Marcus as he envisioned his nice life gone, replaced by the dark, sad, grimy one Rangamon's master would prescribe. He'd heard stories....  

	"The birds are his advance armies," Pandor said. "I know it truly. He performed this very trick, for a brief time, in Tartuffe one year past. And he achieved success — in one instant, the birds became soldiers. Then, after two days of unthinkable terror, about which we shall not speak, the soldiers became birds once more, which miscreants magicians were able to easily send away." He looked at Marcus, who still hung his head, distracting himself from his troublesome feelings by noticing how dirty his shoes were.  

	"Perhaps Tasmin required more practice, I know not," Pandor continued. "He is said to be entirely evil but with lesser powers than his father had. May that be so! Still, his powers are great. And every day arrive more birds, more birds, ever more fiendish flocks of birds —" he had worked himself up into quite a lather— "invading our beloved home, our Nolajz, in numbers far, far greater than ever came to Tartuffe."  

	Marcus felt like, of course, he had to at least try to do something for the llamas, but he and his buddies had to get away from here, too — far away and fast. He figured they could spare maybe five minutes to do something useful. What could he do in five minutes? What could he do even if he had a year? He cursed himself for having such meager power, and then he cursed himself for cursing himself. If only he hadn't screwed up that apprenticeship his Dad had arranged for him, he'd be stopping the sun in its path by now. Well, maybe not that, but....  

	"Bunker," he said.  

	From his seat atop Andover, Stub sighed, clawed the two little silken pillows from his pouch and crammed them in his ears. He stretched the blindfold into place. "Bunkum. There's no such thing as magic, and I resent having to spend time and energy closing my eyes and ears to it."  

	Marcus shook his head in his usual disbelief — disbelief as to the absolute bullheaded steadfastness of Stub's disbelief in magic. The man had been turned into a cat. You'd think he would have had a little room in his mind to hold the idea of magic. But no.  

	Marcus raised his arms, his hands open, fingers cupped slightly to gather in the powers available to help him. He closed his eyes and relaxed, finding the energy channel he needed. He felt power flowing into his palms, down through his arms, into his spine, tingling, electrifying his brain. He felt inflamed in every nerve in his body, and his backbone, lungs, and solar plexus pulsed with internal light.  

	He raked the birds with his glittering gaze and willed them to return to wherever they'd come from:  

	"Bad birds eating llamas' food, 

	Home you go, you're being shooed."  

	Gratifyingly, one big tree emptied of birds in a single squawking moment, and a blur of tight-packed wings headed east to Rangamon.  

	"Yes!" said Pandor, pumping his hoof like a fist. Marcus allowed himself a tiny smile.  

	A hundred down, a million to go. Marcus focused, and willed them away. Again, the gathering of energy, its concerted discharge, but this time only a few birds followed behind the first exodus. Most of the birds might as well have been stuck to their perches with glue. Their squawking seemed menacing. 

	Marcus felt his energy fading as his doubts increased. He really was getting to be a wimp. Doing jobs for hire had worn him down. It seemed like his powers had been getting lamer and lamer ever since he'd started accepting money for magic. Accepting gold to tap into the Great Ocean of Being so that rich girls could find their misplaced toys. Sigh. Was he going to have to give it up?  

	More to the point, was he going to have to send the birds away one at a time? He didn't have time for this. How was he going to get them to go? And how could they be kept from returning?  

	A glimmer of an answer came as a cool breeze ruffled their hair, or fur, and a shadow swooped over them — the same orange bird that had been torturing Stub's chest hairs. It lit atop the high sunbaked rock Pandor had vacated. Its scarlet tailfeathers reached nearly to the ground. It looked quizzically at Stub, who was atop Andover wearing blindfold and ear pillows, humming what appeared to be a minuet, dancing a bit, a little lunge to the right, a little lunge to the left.  

	Then the bird spread its wings, as big as the hilltop, stretched them as if working the kinks out, and swept them in a graceful forward arc, ending by curling the wing tips back around until they touched its own flame-colored chest. Marcus recognized this movement as a sorcerer's gathering of energy, and knew something good was coming. Or possibly something bad. Something powerful anyway.  

	In an intuitive act of faith, he steered his own energy channel closer and closer to the bird's, finally connecting with a jolt of energy that knocked him completely, embarrassingly, off his feet.  

	The big bird shot him an irritated, but not unfriendly, look. Then it flicked its wing tips out like arrows from a bow, and zap! ten thousand birds fell out of trees, off rocks, out of the sky, out of llamaberry bushes, and flew away! Ten thousand at least! All but a few caught themselves before crashing to the ground. After a moment even those few roused themselves and joined the huge outrushing of squawking sky, fleeing towards Rangamon.  

	"Nice," Marcus said. "Very impressive."  

	He interrupted Stub's dance moves and unbunkered him. Marcus pointed at the retreating birds.  

	Stub looked impassively at the clouds of frantic birds who were apparently unable to get away fast enough to suit their druthers. "So they decided to leave."  

	"You missed a good one," Andover said. "That bird made twenty thousand birds fall out of trees."  

	"Fall out of trees? Birds don't fall out of trees. Heh, heh. Heh, heh, heh." Stub followed everyone's gaze up to the big feathered creature. "Oh, she's back! That beautiful, beautiful bird is back again!" A silly grin crept across his face, and stayed there.  

	"Why do you say 'she'?" Marcus asked.  

	"What?"  

	"The bird. Why do you think it's female?"  

	"Oh, don't be an idiot."  

	"The plumage?"  

	"No, no. Just something about her. Everything about her. She's obviously a girl. And obviously quite uncommonly beautiful." He blew the bird a gallant kiss. The bird cocked her head and gave him a haughty look. If birds could spit, she might have. 

	How lovely! And she hadn't laughed at his long-distance smooch; there was hope. "Magnificent," Stub said. "Twenty thousand birds, falling. What a clever trick."  

	"It was magic," Andover said wearily, "not a trick." 

	"Oh yes, yes, suuurrrrrre. Birds fall or fly away, and it's magic. Grow up, Andy. There's no such thing as magic. It's pure bunkum." 

	"Strange words coming from a lad who's been changed into a cat," Andover replied. They'd had this discussion so many times.  

	"Time to fly," Marcus said. He checked Andover's blankets, and hoisted himself onto the cream-yellow horse, arranging Stub in front of him on a thickness of  blankets at the base of Andy's mane. He turned his face to Pandor, who looked ten years younger now, his bald cheeks almost rosy. He reached out and patted the blotchy fleece, and Pandor moved close to nuzzle Marcus's and Andy's cheeks.  

	When they all drew apart, they saw a small flock of birds flying in from the direction of Rangamon, and shared a poignant look. 

	"Of course, they'll return," said Pandor, summoning a small smile. "But even a small reprieve from their presence is restorative. We won't have to fight them for the llamaberries that remain, and we will be stronger and better prepared." 

	 "Maybe the big bird will stay and help," Marcus said.  

	"Perhaps," Pandor said with a nervous glance at the ill-tempered giant. "Thank you, Marcus, for this saving respite."  

	Marcus wasn't sure what a "respite" was, but he figured he was being thanked for it, so it was good, so no worries. "No problem," he said. 

	"We'll gather and store all the llamaberries we can while we can," Pandor said. "And move forward on our protected gardens. We will yet survive! Thank you, Marcus." He bent one front leg and bowed in homage.  

	"No!" said Marcus, feeling acutely uncomfortable. "Please. Thank that bird."  

	"Thank you, bird," said Pandor to the creature sitting atop the boulder, who was tapping her foot in a very human-like way. The only response was a cascade of crumbs of stone as the tapping talons scraped the rock more deeply.  

	Andy spoke softly to Marcus. "I am grateful to the bird. But Andover knows how accurate my strong feelings are. And  I have a strong feeling that, nine times out of ten, this bird causes more trouble than it repairs."  

	"She repairs," said Stub. 

	Pandor turned a questioning glance to him. 

	"She," hissed Stub. "She's a girl." 

	***

	The big bird had no intention of staying with the llamas. She followed the three fugitives, keeping them within eyeshot as they resumed their journey. She would sit on a roadside branch watching Andover canter away down the road, then after a while she would flit to another branch further on to await them. She never responded to their attempts at communication, and rarely let them out of her sight, just occasionally when she would turn to glare at some poor errant creature that had dared to trespass on her chosen perch.  

	"I don't think she means us any harm," said Marcus.  

	"She may not mean you any harm," Stub said. "But, beauty though she is, she clearly wants to rip my head off."  

	"Let 'er do it," Andover recommended, as the riding cloth slipped and Stub dug in with his claws for the ten billionth time.  

	But irritation and discomfort were soon forgotten, and danger placed out of mind, as Andy fell into a rhythmic trot and the three friends soaked up Nolajz's glorious sun and beauteous landscapes.  

	At Andy's direction, the trio branched onto another of the dozens of llama paths leading up into the mountains. Trees grew close on each side of the trail, forming a green-shadowed archway of dense foliage above. It was unlikely Sir Noah's band of ruffians would find them now, Marcus thought, even from the air, except by accident, or powerful magic. A couple of the llamas they were passing could talk, and did speak to them briefly, but Marcus doubted they would say a word to Sir Noah's men should such come this way. Noah was vastly unpopular with the llama crowd, owing primarily to his keeping two talking llamas in forced captivity to amuse himself and his horrible "friends". 

	 Of course, Noah would not be relying solely on his policing forces. He would employ a magician. Whoever had enchanted the water supply for him would probably be close at hand, and willing. Who knew if he, or she, was any good? Water enchantments were easy. Nothing to them. But a magician could do low magic and yet be capable of much more — at least for a while.  

	Marcus didn't feel overly worried. Most magicians weren't worth their weight in sand. Magic was hard, and most power-seekers were lazy. They'd grab for the shiny power, the glitzy parlor tricks to win them fame and "friends," but they lacked any real depth or substance, which required work.  

	Some magicians kept working at their craft till they learned how to make money — literally make it. Piles of gold. It was an imperfect wealth, though, for in most cases, this unreal money tended to disappear at inopportune times, leading to inflamed shopkeepers, furious poker players, and a precarious existence. Still, if you were savvy and fast, it was a living. 

	Marcus had made unreal money one time, when only eleven years old, and he still felt a hot surge of shame whenever he remembered it. He shook his head now in disgust. He had so looked forward to achieving that level, and at such a young age. But he had instantly felt so filthy to have money that was made for free, while others slaved and sweated or betrayed their deepest beliefs to earn their daily bread, to feed themselves, their children, their elders. He had broken into a quivering sweat and scrabbled to summon magic to make it go away. Imagine his horror when he found he couldn't do it.  

	He'd buried it in a spot no one ever went to, and even then he was worried about bringing bad energy to that blameless place. He'd hoped it would go away, disappear like so much unreal money, but no. He checked most years when he visited his parents, and when he dug into the dirt beneath the old willow, the gold showed itself relentlessly shiny, unfailingly there. 

	He shuddered now in the warm sun. He had not needed the money, nor wanted anything, except to see if he could create wealth from thin air. Well, he could, but he never would again. There was a reason it felt like stealing.  

	The fact that many magicians couldn't be hired for money, being able to make it themselves with a wave of the hand, was good for business. Marcus would accept cash on the barrelhead for magic services rendered, accounting in no small part for his success and popularity. Other magicians demanded things that money could not always buy — certain kinds of power, influence, prestige, land, the hand of the master's daughter in marriage, an appointment to a high position....  

	A flutter of wings like a minor tornado shook him from his musings. The orange behemoth flew close overhead, a bit aggressively to Marcus's mind, then swooped up into a black oak 50 yards further on, waiting for them to pass so she could do it again. And again. Marcus could barely see at that distance, but he felt sure the bird could see him. He bet her eyes were like powerful telescopes. He wouldn't stand a chance. This bird could probably see a field mouse from three miles away, and be on top of it in ten seconds. What a powerful beak! And what a wingspan!  

	Impressive, yes, but not so much that Stub should be besotted with her. Just look at him grinning like a fool! What was it with Stub and this bird?  

	Who was she? Most of the birds they'd encountered recently came from Rangamon; did this one? She seemed all right, sort of. She had helped the llamas, and she hadn't done anything bad, except for pulling Stub's chest hairs and lunging at his neck. And being grouchy. Stub seemed willing to forgive her. More than willing. Rather alarmingly more than willing. 

	Thinking back to the scene at Noah Vendura's courtyard, Marcus had to admit it sure looked like the bird had dropped the medallion, and wanted it back.  

	Marcus wished he could give it back. He wondered if a haircut would remove it. He doubted it, but you never knew. Sometimes the simplest things were the solutions to the most complex problems, and the embarrassing thing was when you hadn't even tried the simple solutions, because they seemed too simple?  

	The bird could be in Noah's employ, though, and could just be keeping the group in view until the troops catch up. It didn't feel to Marcus as if the bird meant them harm, but who knew. He'd been wrong before, and how. 

	The bird had been at bad guy Sir Noah's villa, but then of course so had he and Stub and Andy. She seemed ill-tempered, but then maybe she had her reasons. Or, maybe she really was a big bad bird, just waiting for her chance to.... Waiting for her chance? Marcus laughed out loud, and his companions threw him looks.  

	"Share the joke?" Stub said testily from where he half-snoozed upon Andover's neck.  

	"I was just thinking," Marcus said. "That bird could destroy us any time it wanted."  

	"Oh, funny," Stub said with a yawn. "She." 

	"But she hasn't, so she's probably friendly," said Marcus.  

	"She might be scouting for Noah," Andover said.  

	"Or playing with us, like a cat with her prey," said Stub gleefully. When he'd first become a cat, he'd been embarrassed by his overwhelming desire to flip little half-dead mousies up in the air for fun, but now he just went with the flow and enjoyed himself.  

	"I think she's a friend," Marcus said, fixing a wary eye on the bright-feathered bird. They'd approached to within fifteen paces, and he could see the glaring temper emanating from her eyes. "Just a grouchy one." 

	"You've been wrong before," Stub said.  

	Wasn't that the truth.  

	"Aye sure," said Andover as they trotted past her. "She's a wee grumpy lassie."  

	"A wee grumpy lassie?" Marcus said, his mouth staying open in disbelief. He watched the bird watch him as they passed her tree. "That's an orange bird near three meters tall." 

	"Attractive," said Stub, raising his head for a better view and winking assertively and often. "Beautiful, really. I wouldn't say orange. Tangerine, mixed with honey. Some bronze and apricot. Chrysanthemum on the wingtips. Marmalade on the tail. Ah!" He stretched in ecstasy, feasting his eyes till Andy had trotted once again well ahead of the bird. "And such a snappy personality. I like that."  

	Andover raised his horsey brows. "I hope ye'll be very happy together...." 

	Stub hoped so, too, but he didn't like Andy's teasing tone. He stretched out a leg… 

	"Ow!" Andy yelped. "Ye stop that this instant, ye minor demon, or ye walk! And ye've told us many a time how terrible, terrible much the rocks hurt yer little kitty paws." 

	And then again came the whirlwind and shadow as the big orange bird swooped low over them, eyes lingering on Stub. She didn't hover, but rose up and flew to a tree 50 yards ahead, where she grouchily and not very gracefully settled onto a branch, squawking and flapping her wings at creatures who had been there first. 

	Along the path, there were signs of bird-wrought devastation, but the waterfalls still glistened, and the grass still waved in a perfect breeze. Now that the excess birds had left, the countryside felt delightfully peaceful, with only the occasional relieved-sounding chorus of birdsong in lieu of massive, unnatural squawkings and cawings.  

	Along this stretch of trail all of the early-bearing fruit trees had been picked clean, but Marcus saw that many other plants were set to bear. Everything could heal. He only hoped that the birds would stay gone long enough. Would the big bird's magic keep them mostly away for a while? He wracked his brain, and discovered just how incredibly little he knew about birds, and especially about magical birds, or birds and magic. Ah well, the main thing was just to get to Stubbenfield Manor. A safe place to rest, easy enough to defend if necessary. Plenty of provisions.  

	Marcus sure hoped there would be no need for defenses and provisions. He prayed for an easy solution to this mess. He wished he could take the medallion off Stub. He'd just give it to Noah. He had been a fugitive for all of two hours, and he was desperate to have his old life back.  

	Noah might expect they'd head for Stubbenfield — Stub being rather famously known as the young Earl of Stubbenfield — but, even with hired magic, Marcus doubted he'd be able to get his forces there before them, and unable to cut the fugitives off en route. Andover had been overwintering at the Stubbenfield estate for the past three years, and he knew every inch of its far-reaching pastures and forests. He knew a thousand ways to reach Stub Manor. 

	While not exactly a mighty fortress, Stubbenfield Manor was home, or home base at any rate. Stub's father, the semi-powerful Edgar the XVIth Earl of Stubbenfield, would be glad to offer them shelter, food, provisions, money, moral support, and all the protection his semi-loyal vassals could muster. Probably. Like his father's, the young Stub's popularity was somewhat uneven with the local folk. Young Edgar had always been popular with the ladies, but unfortunately very few ladies were trained in combat. It was the guys they'd need to rally, and those tended to think of Stub as a bit of a pain, or worse. Those many who disliked cats thought much less of him now than the little they had thought of him before his transformation.  

	Poor Stub, Marcus thought. Although he had brought it on himself, by lying. Answering a magician's questions dishonestly was about the dumbest behavior possible. Nevertheless, Stub had paid severely for his error (although he still refused to admit he'd erred), and Marcus thought it was time — way past time — he got turned back. On the other hand, having glimpsed some of the Great Mysteries, Marcus knew better than to think that just because he thought something, meant it was right. In fact, he knew enough now to know that he really didn't know anything at all, and that anything appearing to demonstrate the contrary must be an illusion. Going with the Universe's good, intelligent force, with the flow, was definitely the sanest and safest path. The trick was to keep the communication pathways clear, so you knew what you were supposed to be doing — or at least had a glimmer — or at least knew when you were not doing it — and so you could soak up the power as it flowed to you. 

	 "I want to reassure you," Marcus said, stroking Stub's back. "I'm not going to let these latest adventures turn me from our quest. I will return you to your rightful form."  

	"Wow, thanks a lot," said Stub. "You are a prince, for sure." Marcus had, after all, been responsible for the whole mess. At least he knew it, and admitted it, and browbeat himself for it. Stub had to give him that much. "I can't tell that we've been making any progress on that quest, if you know what I mean. Once again I am no less a cat today than I was yesterday. Or three months ago." He looked at his paw accusingly.  

	"Until you believe in magic, there doesn't seem to be a ton I can do."  

	"So it's my fault." Hackles were beginning to rise along Stub's backbone.  

	"Down boy. We have to work on this together. For three months now I've been trying my best to expose you to every kind of magic, but the situation is...." Marcus stopped himself from saying "impossible." He turned to Stub with an earnest sigh. "Every time I do magic, or anyone does magic, it doesn't work right unless you bunker. It fouls up, sometimes really bad! As you know, or as you should know if you had...." Marcus stopped himself from saying "a brain."  

	"And when you do bunker," Marcus continued, "the magic works, usually, but you don't see the magic, and you don't hear the magic, and so you don't believe the magic happened even when you see the evidence, the result of it right in front of you! And when you're bunkered, you shut yourself off to any possibility of magic, and so there isn't a chance of ice in Port Fever, that you'll ever...." Marcus sighed. "I thought you might be influenced by some of the peripheral evidence? The toad, you bunker, unbunker, ta-da, the prince! The raging brush fire, you bunker, unbunker, ta-da, no fire."  

	"I don't deny clever tricks can happen, Marcus. You know I'm open-minded. There are plenty of weird things in the world, many of them wonderful, and unlikely happenings, yes, I'll give you that, but there is no such thing as magic. It's obviously pure bunkum. I don't see how anyone could argue otherwise." 

	"This is making me insane!" Marcus tore at his hair dramatically.  

	"Something obviously is," said Stub, yawning. "Why don't you just go enjoy that for a while?" And he settled in for a snooze in the warm sun of late afternoon, rocked cradle-like by Andover's rhythmic gait.  

	Marcus patted Andover's between the ears. He poured a little water from his canteen onto Andy's sweaty flanks, not minding if Stub got a little damp, and Andy neighed in pleasure. "Brrr," he said. "Wonderful."  

	Marcus was a nice man, Andover thought, and a pleasant fellow traveler. He always followed the "feed and water your horse before yourself" philosophy, and Andover really respected that. Marcus believed in becoming better and better, and in doing right. He constantly sought new knowledge and abilities. People loved his dark elven good looks, his intelligent smile, his mastery of many arts. And, thankfully, Marcus was slim, and traveled light.  

	Andover had traveled with Marcus on five fine-weather circuits now, and counted him his good friend. But after Marcus had turned the son of the Earl of Stubbenfield into a cat ninety days ago their friendship had strained nearly to the limits. Andover had since grown to like Stub (not overmuch, but enough), but at first the claws reaching into his skin at every lurch or (usually imagined) threat in their path had been nearly unbearable. He didn't understand how it was that Marcus could arrange multiple horse blankets in widely distributed spots across Andy's neck and back, Stub could be deposited securely on the blankets, many inches from any edges, tucked in tightly, and yet his claws would somehow always find raw horsehide to hook themselves into whenever anything seemed a little tense-making. That instinctive reaction to the rush of fear, he could forgive — Stub was not a brave lad — but using his claws on purpose as he had today… not acceptable! Stub would indeed find himself walking if it happened again. 

	Aye sure, it was all working out well enough. They were all friends. They were all in it together. And Great Gondor were they ever all in it this time.  

	"Looks like we'll be camping at Rushnsplat Falls," Marcus said, eyeing the sky that was heading towards a beautiful twilight.  

	"Lots of shrews there," Stub remembered. "Lots of cute little mice."  

	Before long the path went close along the edge of a cliff, and Andover and Marcus fell silent as they picked their way across the rocky ridge. Another day's hard uphill traveling would deliver them to Stubbenfield Manor. And, thought Andy with a smile, to Marigold.

	
CHAPTER FOUR

	The Sorceress's Daughter

	From Alex's bird's-eye view, the travelers talking around their campfire were sitting ducks. She was impressed that the clumsy idiots had at least settled far enough from the waterfall so that approaching sounds would not be masked by its roar. They were being cautious, yes, but they really had no idea of the danger they were in, or the magnitude of what they were protecting. If they knew, they probably would fall to pieces at once and make everything worse. Their ignorance was good for them, and for her. But she had to protect them, or, at least protect that cute cat and the medallion, or at least protect the medallion. The medallion must not be lost.  

	She'd known since mid-afternoon that the sorceress wanted to see her. The telepathic message wouldn't leave her alone; it had been pinging around in her brain for hours. Sorceress's apprentices sure didn't get much privacy. "Yes, Maura-Enna, I hear you," she'd tried to signal back. "Get out of my head, please!" But her mother's message had stayed in Alex's head, and now that the travelers seemed safely planted for the night, it was time to obey it. 

	She had to risk a quick trip back home to Stonegrown Cottage. Alex silently thrust her wings upward and flew into the cloudy, moonless night, fast lest some calamity occur before she could return. If that horrible orange man had anything to do with this, which of course he did, things could turn very bleak indeed.  

	She still couldn't believe she'd let the scourge of Rangamon, the Evil Lord Tasmin Trident, steal not only the medallion responsible for Good keeping the upper hand (in the tri-country area) in the eternal fight between Good and Evil, but had also let him steal the Sorceress's entire eleven-volume reference set containing all the Secrets of Power, including spells, and specifically Vast Acts Volume 1, which included the spell that told how to turn the power of the medallion — or of any power repository — to the Good side, or, if you insisted, to the other side. She still couldn't believe she'd done that. It was like a nightmare.  

	Grrr, she hated that sneaky man, and the first chance she got he was going down, down, down, like a piece of crud dropped from fifty thousand feet. But Great Bonita, there was something about him that was just so compelling. 

	***  

	Marcus urged a chunk of just-roasted salmon off a green stick and into his mouth. Stub had settled a polite distance away with his fresh catch and seemed well content, unlike the fish. Andover grazed sweet young grass, saving for dessert the three apples fetched for him by Marcus from the top of a tall, tall tree.  

	"I don't get it," Stub said for the fifteenth time. They had been discussing the medallion and Sir Noah's bizarre behavior, and what it all might mean, half the evening. "Why me?" Stub moaned, tugging uselessly at the medallion chain. "Why does it stick to me?"

	"I've an idea." Andover backed up to warm his rump near the campfire. "The medallion must have a liking for you, for some unfathomable reason." 

	"It's attracted by your superior good looks and godlike intelligence," Marcus said. "Obviously." 

	"That's the most likely theory anyone's advanced, by a long ways." Stub flicked a bit of soy sauce onto his salmon.  

	Marcus's lithe frame snapped forwards. "It must be your disbelief in magic!" He excitedly grabbed up his discarded green stick, thrust it into the dancing fire and absently watched its end slowly catch flame. "You both saw, during Stub's little accident a few months back, the kind of havoc disbelief in magic wreaks. You know very well that no spell cast in the vicinity of rabid disbelief...." 

	"I'm not rabid," Stub snarled. His eyes, aquamarine by daylight, shone orange in the firelight, like a wild animal's, eerie and unsettling. 

	"...can hope to succeed as intended. And in fact, as we have seen, not only failure, but unintended consequences will result."  

	"So what?" Stub said, between licks of his paws. His salmon was no more. He rose to all fours, arched his back, and stretched luxuriously. "Why would a medallion care if a spell works or not? I mean, assuming the utter idiocy of a piece of jewelry giving a hoot." 

	"Protection." Andover turned his side to the fire for a nice warm-up. "Since spells cast near it would fail, the medallion would be safer allied with a disbeliever in magic...."  

	"I must say I'm disgusted with the level of rational, or should I say, irrational, discussion around here," Stub said, sounding like the snooty know-it-all, know-nothing university student he had been until recently. 

	Andy plowed on. "Say someone casts a spell, tryin' to get the power oot of the amulet…." 

	"Omelet?" Stub said. 

	"Amulet. The medallion. Say they do a spell, it won't work…." 

	"It's jewelry!" Stub stamped all of his feet; his tail whipped like a snake. He badly wanted to think of some "s" words so he could hiss more effectively. "It's just some silly, silly, so silly, uh, shiny such and such whatsit!" 

	"I thought you liked the medallion, Stub. The picture of you…." 

	Stub peeked down his waistcoat fondly. "It's a great piece of jewelry, I'll give you that." He tugged at it. "If it would just go away… Look, pals. This medallion did not 'magically' become attached to a disbeliever in magic so it could feel safer — if I get your drift and that's what you're, amazingly, saying. It's a simple, straightforward situation. The bird dropped it on me!" He held up his paws to express the obvious nature of what he was being forced to explain to his friends. Then he gestured to where the bird had last been seen, before darkness had descended, high in a cedar. He rubbed the little bump on his noggin. "On my head! That lovely bird just happened to drop it, and it just happened to land on me. Ipso facto and ad nauseum it simply sticks to whatever it lands on. It's sticky somehow." He looked off into the black woods. "Can any of you guys tell if she's still there? I hope she still likes me...."  

	"And it sports your image because…?" Andover wanted to know. 

	Stub shook himself back from his dream. "Charisma," Stub suggested. "Or maybe… obviously! It changes. It changes the image to show whoever it gloms onto."  

	"That sounds a wee bit magical, Stub," said Andy.  

	"Nonsense, it's advanced technology."  

	"So it was glommed onto the bird?" Andy wanted to know.  

	"One would suppose." 

	"And yet it ends up on you," Marcus pointed out. 

	"It fell," Stub said. "Accidents happen." 

	"I don't think it fell," said Marcus. "I think it jumped."  

	"Horsefeathers," Stub spat, and Andover whinnied his displeasure with the choice of words.  

	"If I were a medallion...," Marcus began.  

	"Here comes a load of hooey," Stub said, putting his paws over his ears.  

	"Do you know what this medallion is?" asked Marcus.  

	"A rather nice piece of jewelry," he replied, lowering his paws and rather deftly unbuttoning his waistcoat so as to put chin to chest to better see his ornament. "It's very persistent." 

	"It's a repository for magic," said Marcus.  

	"You're one looney fellow, amigo." 

	"No, we're starting to figure this out! Some of us, anyway. If a disbeliever in magic is nearby, spells cast in the medallion's vicinity will fail, and thus it would be hard or impossible to extract the power the medallion is charged with protecting." 

	"Utter baloney. You can't deposit something that doesn't exist. I'm hungry. Is there anything left?" 

	"Not a crumb," Marcus said with a sigh. "Dancing Dannemum, Stub, you really, really, deep down have not a shred of belief in magic."  

	"I really don't."  

	"In face of enormous evidence to the contrary, you persist in disbelieving!"  

	"Certainly. Obviously. Of course. What else could I do?"  

	"Get used to being a cat, would be my suggestion." Marcus jabbed the fire with his stick, causing a small turbulent avalanche to whip up the flames.  

	Stub growled in his lion imitation, but it lacked conviction. He was tired and a little depressed about still being a cat. Maybe Marcus could turn him into a bird. A big handsome hunk of a bird. He licked his paws clean, then settled on a bed of grass and pine needles, curled up, warmed by the lapping fire. The medallion was getting a little toasty, actually.  

	He scooted back a bit. He didn't want any flaming vegetation problems underneath him tonight.  

	"As I was saying," Marcus plowed onward. "If I were a medallion, a medallion containing vast stores of magical power...."  

	"As I was saying, hooey," said Stub.  

	"...and if I were being pursued by someone trying to force me to release my power.... I'd bet you a gold piece, and a big one, that the lucrative research project that Noah wanted us to do for him had something to do with figuring out how to use the medallion. He had the thing but didn't know what to do with it." He glanced across at the medallion flashing like a lightning bug in the warm firelight.  

	"Could it hold evil power?" asked Andover.  

	"No," said Marcus. "Nor good power. Medallions are neutral repositories. The power they hold becomes good or bad only when it's being used. The point is, the one who originally deposits the power into the medallion has by far the easiest time re-calling it. To others, a medallion hands over its power only grudgingly, and only after complex spells. It tries to get away from people who...."  

	"It tries to get away! This stuff is so believable I don't know why I would doubt it." Stub yawned and curled his chin into his chest, against the warm amulet, relaxed as only a cat can be.  

	Marcus dropped what was left of his stick into the fire. "I'm just saying, or trying to say, despite interruptions, hey, look, if I were a medallion, I might go to a huge lot of trouble to get back to my place of origin, so as to give the one who first invested me with the magic...."  

	"Infested you with magic!"  

	"...the first chance to undo the stick spell. Especially if it had been strongly suggested to me when I was first enchanted that I should return home before releasing my precious charge...."  

	"Medallions can't think," Stub said. He yawned again, showing his little kitty teeth. "They're things."  

	"Not exactly," Marcus caught Stub's yawn. It had been an uncommonly long day. "Anyway, as Andy pointed out, it would make the medallion's journey home easier if folks casting spells around it were not successful in their spells. They'd say, 'Medallion come to me' or 'Medallion spill your power', and it wouldn't have to, for instance. Something else would happen. Hopefully something better." Marcus grimaced, thinking of some of the mishaps of the past three months. 

	"But who would put the magic in the medallion?" asked Andover. "Who could do such a thing? And why would they? And how do we get out of this bloomin' mess and get our lives back on track?"  

	"Excellent questions for tomorrow's sun to enlighten," Marcus replied. He and Stub yawned simultaneously. "I must fall into bed, friends." He plopped back onto the ground and pulled his cloak, and then a woolen  blanket, about him. He scrunched up his hat for a pillow. "Stub, first watch belongs to you since you've been napping all day."  

	"Not all day," Stub said. "However, I am well rested, alert, and on the job." He was in fact drowsing by the fire. 

	"Wake me if anything seems weird to you," said Marcus. 

	"You won't be getting any sleep at all if I do that," said Stub. "So why don't you just take the first watch and save us both some trouble?" He slid his eyelids shut over his big golden eyes and drifted off to mouse-filled kitty dreamland.  

	***  

	The sorceress waited at her worktable, absently writing up a spell on transmogrification. Her cape, of green silk and wool, was pulled tight against the chill in the cottage; a little fire flickered in the hearth; here in the deep forest the nights were cold clear through to full summer.  

	Where was that girl? She wondered for the thousandth time why Alex had been born to her. Sometimes it seemed as if there had been nothing but trouble, but of course there had been so many good times. The trouble just stood out so assertively.  

	Alex was always so full of life, energy, and potential; her vitality had been like a whip of electrical energy, snapping and zapping about the premises all these years. She made monumental mistakes. At least she wasn't boring.  

	Maura-Enna took a minute to ask the Powers, once again, to help her keep her daughter to the Good side. She prayed every day for such strength, and spent a substantial amount of her own energy keeping Alex in the Good zone. That, on top of everywhere else her energy was being called to these days, made for a big job. And of course the thefts had knocked her power for a loop. All her spellbooks gone. The medallion fallen into the hands of the wicked. Like a bad dream. She was able to think of it now with relative serenity, only because she refused to harm herself further by being upset. 

	It had been Alex's doing, of course. Inadvertent, inexperienced. Maura-Enna knew that the neighbors had long thought of her daughter as headed for reform school. Indeed, her bad behaviors while growing up were famous throughout the entire Triangle District. She had always behaved badly much of the time, and continued to do so, with relish. She loved finding justifications for poor deeds, for instance, and was fascinated by the art of manipulating people and situations by manipulating how she described, or treated, the truth. In light of the girl's parentage, Maura-Enna sometimes feared for her child, and for those around her.  

	The sorceress had made very sure that Alex was aware of her tendencies toward temptation, but perhaps, she thought, it was time to be more forthcoming. Perhaps the time had come for Alex to hear the full truth, and to listen to it. She needed to know what she was capable of, and what she was up against. She needed to be conscious of the dynamics of what she was involved in, aware and thus less likely to turn when the going got tempting. Because tempting it had been and would be.  

	Indeed, Alex's recent encounter with Tasmin Trident had been disastrous. The medallion and all the books lost! And now Tasmin knew that Alex could be tempted by a devilish aura; he knew she could be persuaded by the smooth-sounding lies of evil. She could, perhaps, be turned.  

	The sorceress had kept silent as to Alex's parentage all these years, with her daughter, with everyone. Alex was much safer with her father not suspecting her existence, safer as long as he stayed out of her life. She had practically kept Alex hidden away, isolated here in this cottage deep in the heart of the forest. Alex's schooling had been consultations and apprenticeships with an eclectic group of friends, experts, resources. She had never so much as left these woods in her human form.  

	Alex herself had begged Maura-Enna to tell her nothing of her father. "We're so happy just you and me, Mother, don't spoil it." Perhaps she'd suspected the truth. Surely she must suspect now? Surely she had seen the resemblance between Tasmin Trident and herself? The flaming eyes, orange in Tasmin, golden in Alex, the orangey golden-brown skin, silky black hair, the smell even, the hint of a scent of something otherworldly — surely Tasmin had noticed, too.  

	Would he tell his father? Was Larry able to be told anything, at all? Maura-Enna thought not. 

	She had to be proactive. The secret was no longer safe. Tasmin Trident was Alex's half-brother, whether he, and she, knew it yet or not.  

	There was reason to be afraid. Tasmin's father, and Alex's father, was Lawrence Trident, Evil Lord of Rangamon, the master sorcerer who had caused more suffering in Tartuffe, Nolajz, and his own country of Rangamon than all bad guys before and since put together.  

	Although, thank Goodness, old rotten Larry had been out of commission these past seventeen years, the thought of him still sent shivers down Maura-Enna's spine, and not the good kind. It was a shame she'd had to use such magic against an old flame and the father of her child, but Maura-Enna had never lost a moment's sleep over her decision. The man had had to be dealt with. You can't just go around taking over people and ruling them with evil iron fists. No one wants to live like that, except the bad guy at the top, and what he wants should be a very low priority. 

	Maura-Enna and Larry had their brief time together, shortly after his reign of terror had begun. Their union had been impressive, as their huge energy flows played with one another, mingled and sparked and hissed and melted. He had tried to convince her of the appeal of his wicked ways, and Maura-Enna had walked him through the glories of Good. She had even let him peek into her soul. She still felt sick when she thought of that. A brave thing to do, but so foolish, surely.  

	And she'd conceived this child with him. She looked down at the spell she'd been writing. "To eradicate wolves," it said. "Bake in a slow oven...."  

	"Great Summer Solstice!" she cried. "I must not do this project when my mind's not on it." She set the work aside, and her mind snapped back to thoughts of Lawrence.  

	She had some fond memories of him; she suspected he probably had once had fond memories of her, too, before she true-aged him. But he had chosen to live the life of the lie. His raging vitality had at last been no more than a shell, hiding a dead, withered soul. Her vanquishing spell had merely brought his outer appearance into line with what he was inside. He had aged a couple of thousand years in less than a minute. Scary.  

	Maura-Enna sighed. Her understanding was that Larry's "moment of personal doom emergency back-up" spell (every great sorcerer had one) had left him encased in ice somewhere in the Rangamonian Tooralls. This seemed fine.  

	He could be reanimated, but it would take an extraordinary act of grace by someone. Not that there were likely to be any passersby at Larry's location. His son Tasmin was the only one who would possibly think to reanimate the old meanie. Perhaps that was why Tasmin wanted the medallion, and the instructions. Maybe he wanted to use the medallion's power to restore his father. Uh no, thought the sorceress. She remembered Tasmin as a boy. Such a little jerk. He would never share anything. She felt sure that Tasmin wanted the massive quantities of power for his own use, and Dad mattered not at all. That was how he had been raised.  

	The sorceress's stomach felt sick as she remembered returning home five days ago, after helping repair ecological damage from an oil spill in Northeastern Tartuffe. She had found the inside of her house blown about as by a tornado, and there, stuck in the middle, open to and battered by every flying object, Alex, rooted to the floor. The sacred objects, gone.  

	Maura-Enna had unstuck her daughter with a fairly simple spell. She had made Alex recite it back afterwards, as her apprenticeship required.  

	"Unnatural gravity has to go 
Levity calls its bounds to throw...."  

	Alex had been bruised, and traumatized, and generally out of her mind. Maura-Enna had soothed her as best she could, but she had been furious — her house trashed, her sacred trusts ripped from her home, their sanctuary. She had wrapped her arms around her daughter and squeezed, and had given a kiss, and thanks to God that her girl was all right.  

	Alex had been crying buckets from the first moment Maura-Enna walked in, and had cried buckets throughout the spellcasting, and throughout the soothing, and she had continued to cry buckets right up to the moment, thirty minutes later, when Maura-Enna had turned her into a bird and shooed her out of the window, had told her to go fix what she'd broken. It was Alex's job. Her responsibility. She was the only one who could fix it.  

	And then, after she'd left, Maura-Enna, herself, had cried for five full minutes.  

	Maura-Enna couldn't go. The mighty sorceress couldn't leave her home.  

	Tasmin had been gone for half an hour by the time Maura-Enna had arrived at the sad scene of her daughter, hysterical and stuck to a floor knee-deep in wind-torn books and broken crockery. She had tried to locate him with mental vision, but no luck; he was out of range.  

	It seemed encouraging that he was, Alex reported, traveling by horse, rather than teletransporting. That meant the theft of the repositories of wisdom — of power — had likely taken all his energy, right down to the bottom of his supply — that would be the case with almost anyone, surely. He had known it, and planned for it; that was why he'd brought the horse into the house, why he'd been riding the horse about the living room, casting spells and flashing what must have been a Marcusian globe.  

	Only by using a Marcusian globe could Tasmin have hoped to remove from their sacred sanctuary the power repositories the sorceress had been harboring, and then only in her absence. Maura-Enna had trouble believing Larry's little devil of a son was all grown up and tossing around Marcusian globes already. It usually took untold years of hard work and experience to begin to do such a thing, and then only a few had the stamina to sustain it. But apparently Tasmin had had a globe, and he'd known how to use it.  

	He'd planned well to have been astride his horse when the exhaustion hit him — using a Marcusian globe left a magician utterly, utterly, almost fatally drained. Maura-Enna had felt it half a dozen times herself. She'd hoped to find Tasmin close by, within her sphere of influence, her circle of protection, maybe fallen from his horse, unable to get back on, but she couldn't find him, not with mental vision and not with a good long walk around the premises.  

	She glanced again at the spell she'd been writing. All her spell books stolen, everything gone — she felt a tear begin in her eye; she let it fall. She owed it to the future to record well such of the spells as she remembered. None of this baking wolves.  

	Where was Alex? She'd been sending her messages for days, but had gotten little but nonsense in response — ill-tempered-sounding gobbledy-gook. At least she was alive, and in her usual spirits. There had been one message, three days ago, in which an excited Alex had indicated she had located the medallion. Finally, after Maura-Enna's relentless telepathic nagging, two hours ago Alex had sent a clear message she'd be home in an hour. Two hours ago — could be nothing, could be everything. How having children tugged at your heart!  

	Maura-Enna knew Alex's path this last week had been harrowing, and she felt for her. What a dire way to enter the wide world for the first time! But Alex was obligated by honor to repair what she had broken. It was good that she had accepted her duty to fix things; the sorceress had feared she might shirk it. Alex had so many temptations tugging at her so hard. She had been dealt a challenging hand with her parentage, but then most of us had.  

	It tore at Maura-Enna's serenity to think of young Alex, out in the treacherous world, flying through a vast battlefield of Good and Evil, pretty much clueless despite her long training and excellent upbringing. These forces were too big and too strange; she'd tossed her little girl out into giant waves and could only pray she would not be lost.  

	She was tired. A sigh escaped her lips, and she told herself to wise up. A sorceress was owned by her power, and sometimes the life she was required to live was hard. But then, every existence had its owners and requirements, and sometimes everyone's life was hard. And the joy! What joy there is in being!  

	At least in being good. Maura-Enna had seen enough of true evil so that it held no fascination for her at all. Not a single shiny bit of attraction for Evil stirred in her. But Alex was so young....  

	Wonderful, there she was now. Maura-Enna rose and unlatched the window, opening its halves to the sides. She could hear Alex's wingbeats, a mile away against the background rushing of the Ranaway and the Task where they began to diverge in earnest. The wings' pulse grew faster; the sorceress's heart, and Alex's heart, pumped faster in tandem as Alex neared home.  

	She glided in through the window and landed on the warm hearth with a big majestic thump.  

	"Welcome home, little monkey," Maura-Enna said to the big orange bird. 

	Springing up, the bird wrapped her wings around the sorceress for a brief but heartfelt hug before squawking, "Get me out of this, Maura-Enna! I can't stand being a bird another instant."  

	The sorceress stood before the bird and lovingly traced its aura with her hands, moving them a couple of inches above the wind-tousled feathers, quickly working from head to toe. She rose, took a big breath, held it, raised her hands to her face as though in prayer. She held her fingers gently around the bird's neck, thumbs resting on its wishbone. She pushed with her thumbs, and stroked them down across the solar plexus.  

	"Unbird yourself, grand elegant grace 
Become your best self, in your place."  

	And in the blink of an eye Alex sat sprawled upon the warm-stoned hearth, featherless.  

	She put her hands to her face. "No beak!" she squawked in delight. "I have my face back!" 

	"But you're still squawking," Maura-Enna smiled. 

	Alex grinned. "That's just me, you know that." She  leapt up to examine herself in the mirror above the fireplace. She was a lovely lass of seventeen, with translucent skin of an almost glowing dark golden orange. Maura-Enna thought she was beautiful, but then she was her baby.  

	"Being a bird" — Alex spat the words— "is the pits." She gave her Mother a quick hug and a kiss on the top of the head — she was a big girl — then climbed up the ladder into her loft, agile as a cat, hissing like one, too, whenever she came across an "s". "It was humiliating," she called down. "I hate not having fingers! I had to use magic for the simplest things. I keep telling you, birds are inferior even if they can fly. I've seen enough of the world from the air. I want to be my cat self!"  

	"Alex, you're a marvelous cat, but right now your advantages as a bird are so compelling...."  

	"I know, I know. I know. I know." Alex stuck her face over the edge of the loft, and stuck her tongue out ever so slightly. "But Maura-Enna, please. I want to fly back as a bird, then be turned into a cat. I know it's a drain on you, I know you're tired, but please, Mother. I am so grouchy as a bird that I can hardly keep my mind on what I'm doing."  

	"You need to master your grouchiness, Alex, not give in to it. I know you're sick of hearing it, but I must emphasize its importance."  

	"I know, Maur-E!"  

	"Bad things sometimes happen because good people make poor decisions, and pave the way for evil. You are in that position. You must not only be good, you must make good decisions."  

	"Yeah, yeah. I'm a good, good decision-maker. For sure." Alex had slipped into red velvet jammies and was climbing down the ladder.  

	"Are you planning to stay?" Was the situation so under control?  

	"No, grrr, no," Alex said, "I have to go. I just want to be comfortable while I'm here." She headed for the pantry. "Oh, praise be to Mallory" — she grabbed some cheese, a handful of spinach, bread, an apple — "real food. Real food, real food, real food." She chopped off a hefty hunk of cheddar, wielding the kitchen knife like the fighter she was.  

	Maura-Enna put a kettle on and set about making a salad. "So tell me what's happening."  

	"Why don't you tell me why you dragged me back here?" 

	 "Because I needed to know you were all right." 

	"You've got to be kidding me." Alex sounded grouchy, but looked happy. She munched a carrot, which made her speech a little crunchy. "Okay, so I told you I'd found the medallion." Her mental telepathy had been up to that one strong message.  

	"Yes, yes. But you don't have it."  

	"No." Alex arched her back in anger. "It's not that easy, Maura-Enna. It's not exactly like falling off a log."  

	"Yes, I know it's difficult. Where is the medallion?"  

	"A cat has it." 

	"A cat." 

	"I found Tasmin the evil crud crumpled up on the ground thirty miles from here. You were right; he was wiped out, hardly even breathing. But, all the bad luck, thieves had already rolled him! Common thieves had bopped him on the head with a big rock and they took everything."  

	"They'll not be long for this world," Maura-Enna said.  

	"One's dead already. I saw it, Maur-E. You wouldn't have wanted me to see what I saw.... I flew around, and I found the thieves. They had Tasmin's horse, with your books in the saddlebags, and one of the thieves was wearing the medallion around his neck. They were having a great time...." Alex's eyes grew big. "And then things turned ugly, just all of a sudden. They had this fight. The one thief killed the other one, just...." Alex paused. "Anyway, then the guy took the horse and the medallion and went straight to Noah Vendura's palace."  

	"So Noah Vendura bought the medallion and the books from the thief? Noah Vendura has them?"  

	"Not exactly. I was listening from a tree and I heard Noah agree to buy the medallion, but as soon as he got hold of it, he told his guards to kill the guy. So the guy turned into like this kung-fu fighter when he saw he was in trouble. And he got away, which is amazing but not that amazing because Noah's guards are about as out of shape as he is." She paused for breath and an almond. "So the medallion stayed with Noah, but the thief kept Tasmin's horse." She slowly folded a spinach leaf into her mouth. "And of course the books are still in the saddlebags," she added quietly and a little crunchily. "He went west, but I couldn't follow him of course since I had to stay with the medallion, and there's only one of me."  

	"I wish I could help you more." 

	"I know, I know, I know. I know. I know you're using all your energy just to keep everything from falling apart. I know the thefts have weakened you. I know someone is casting spells using your power. I'm sorry, okay? I know it's my fault. And I know I have to fix this; I know it's my job." Alex's face crumpled, nearing tears. "What I don't know is if I'm up to it." 

	Maura gave her a gentle squeeze on the shoulder. "You are. And I'm sure you will have your helpers when the time is right."  

	"That would be a nice change." Alex sighed, snuggled into a comfy chair, and took a big bite of cucumber. Now she was definitely crunching as she talked. "You did help, though, a little. You were strong enough to travel to the marketplace. I was so surprised to feel you there."  

	"I'm not sure what you mean."  

	"When you stopped the spinning of the birds."  

	"I did have an odd dream," Maura-Enna said slowly.  

	"You were there. I felt your energy." 

	Maura-Enna was silent. 

	"You remember," Alex prompted. "The gulls, some dumb birds on their heads. I had a spell go wrong, and I felt your energy, and had a glance of you, you were there, and then everything got fixed." 

	"So it was real," Maura-Enna said quietly.  

	"You're so weird, M.E. Nobody's mother is weirder than you." They nodded at one another fondly. "Anyway.  So," Alex said, "there the medallion was in Noah's big gross hands. I spent the past three days hanging around outside his rooms, trying to get it, trying to be discreet. Ha! How tall am I? How orange am I? Oh please Maura-Enna, don't make me be a bird." 

	Alex was clearly trying for tears but managed no more than a glistening eye. Seeing Maura-Enna's look, she went on. "Let me tell you, he was zero fun to spy on. Ewwwww. Anyway, finally, finally at last finally I saw where he hid the medallion, in this secret box compartment, and I saw how it opened. Not that clever, a springlock thing. So this morning, while he was conducting business in the courtyard, I unlocked the box — without any fingers, I might add — and I took the medallion. I had it, Maur-E! I had the medallion in my beak!" She touched her scarlet lips and then, doubtfully, her nose. "There I was flying away, huge success, then, bam, all of a sudden it yanks itself right out of my mouth, right out of my beak, it just about ripped my jaw off, and it flings itself to this cat head, and it sticks there!"  

	"Cat head?" Maura-Enna said. "The medallion is stuck to a cat head?"  

	"It's a very cute cat head," Alex said, suddenly dreamy. "A little tabby, well groomed, big shining turquoise eyes...."  

	The sorceress looked at her with pursed lips. "Is the cat head attached to a cat body?"  

	"Of course, a cute little cat body."  

	"Is there anything unusual about this cat?"  

	"Well, he's always stuffing pillows in his ears and hiding his eyes. Other than that, he's perfect."  

	"Bizarre."  

	"Well, maybe. Cute."  

	"You did try to get the medallion from the cat?"  

	"It's stuck, Maura. Read my lips: it's stuck."  

	"Read my lips: You did try getting the medallion from  the cat?" 

	"No, I just sat there like an idiot. On my little birdy perch. Of course, I tried! I tried everything! I tried magic, I tried beak power. All that happened was it just pulled the poor little guy's hairs something awful."  

	"And he can't take it off himself?"  

	"It's stuck!"  

	"He's not evil, is he?"  

	"The cat? Are you kidding? He's an angel."  

	"Uh, okay. So the medallion wants to be there. This is good."  

	"If you say so. Here's another thing. You know how the medallion used to show that cougar when you had it; well, when it was at Noah's it showed a bird; and now it apparently shows a cat, that same little guy that it's attached to."  

	"All right." Maura-Enna sighed. "That's all right then."  

	"If you say so."  

	"So you've apparently made yourself known to this cat?"  

	"Well, I did try to rip his head off. Just a little bit. So yes, he saw me, and very sweetly too. But it's not like they've invited me over."  

	"Who is 'they'?"  

	"Some low-level magical circus thing. You know, an elf who goes around granting wishes for money."  

	"Oh," Maura-Enna said, unhappy. Second-rate magicians were more dangerous than good ones. And those who traded magic for money tended to be unworthy of much trust. "So, does Vendura have the cat?" 

	Alex's eyes flashed. "Would I be here if Vendura had the kitty? In fact, I have to be getting back to protect him. Who knows what could...." She jumped to her feet, couldn't decide where to go, and settled on the kitchen. She popped a 2-inch square of bean curd into her mouth, and her now-mushy voice reflected it. "So, right, the cat looked really, really cute as he was escaping from Vendura's, he has such style...." After a moment, she came back to herself and where she was. "So there were tons of troops coming out of the western gate. Tons of them. This would be a great time to attack Villamont," she mused. "And, get this: Noah's troops were leaving the western gate, and guess who came in through the eastern gate? Tasmin the terrible crud! And he was in a bad mood." Alex laughed, but she felt terrified. She avoided telling the sorceress just how fascinating she'd found Tasmin. "Think how peeved he must have been when he found out the medallion had just left."  

	"He'll be right behind the cat circus. Is the cat circus aware it's being pursued?"  

	"I don't think 'cat circus' describes it very well. How about 'traveling elf show'?"  

	"Is the traveling elf show aware it's being pursued?"  

	"Oh sure. Noah accused them of stealing the medallion."  

	"So they're aware of being pursued by Noah, but not by Tasmin?" She said the name as if distancing herself from it.  

	"That would be my guess. As I said, the guy's an elf-magician, but I don't think he's that good to be able to predict futures, and teletransport. I don't think he can do that stuff. He doesn't seem like it. He has a little power, and good intentions. But he's basically clueless." She paused, then added, "A doofus." 

	"What's his name, do you know?"  

	"Marcus — they call him Marcus. There's also a horse...."  

	"Marcus?" Maura-Enna felt a ball of light skip up her spine. "What's he like? 

	Alex shrugged, and reached for a slice of apple. "I don't know. He's just some elf-guy. Looks okay in a kind of marginal way. Nice, pleasant, blah blah blah." Alex preferred her men exciting. Not that she'd had any actual experience.  

	"Five-eight, brown hair, kind green eyes. Wearing a cranberry-colored hat?" 

	Alex looked at her mother oddly. "I'd say more cerise." 

	"Are you sure he's not powerful?"  

	"Naw. He can do a parlor trick or two. I had to get rid of some birds; he couldn't even do that. He joined his energy to mine; it was okay, helped a little, nothing great."  

	Maura-Enna wondered. Could this be the man she'd locked eyes with in her dream? The name "Marcus" had come to her then. But she had felt him to be a great magician, not a traveling elf show performer. Maura-Enna knew better than to trust appearances, but she was seriously disconcerted. 

	The good news was that the medallion was trying to find its way back to her. She had hoped it would, as it should. But with magic, you never knew. Sometimes it just didn't work, or it didn't work quite the way you'd hoped. It was hard to get the bugs out of a spell if you couldn't test it.  

	Why was the medallion attached to a cat? It had always shown a member of the cat family when in Maura-Enna's possession. Felines were her animal of most affinity. When Alex had held the medallion, it had shown a cougar. "Tell me some more about the cat."  

	Alex happily complied. "He's really cute. A tiny bit tubby but muscular. Well-groomed. Grey and brown and black— stripes, of course, being a tabby...."  

	"He's just a regular cat?"  

	"No, are you kidding!"  

	"Well, what's special about him?"  

	"The most gorgeous blue-green eyes. Aquamarine, turquoise, teal, I don't know. And tonight, orange." She shivered happily. "He dresses really well. He has a wonderful voice."  

	"Oh, he's a talking cat."  

	"Of course. He's very smart."  

	"Great," Maura-Enna said, her mind reeling. 

	"Do you know his name?" 

	"Eddie. Well, that's what I call him. His so-called friends call him Stub, if you can imagine." 

	"Why?" 

	"He seems to have had some kind of tragic tail accident." 

	"Ah. But why do you call him Eddie?" 

	"Because he's apparently the young Earl Edgar of Stubbenfield. But he's much more of an Eddie than an Edgar. I'm sure he'd like me to call him Eddie."  

	"Ah!" The sorceress took in a great breath. "That's right. I heard the story. The young man lied to the magician. He claimed he believed in magic, and he did not. And he ended up being turned into a cat...."  

	"Maybe you could turn him back?" Alex asked sweetly.  

	"He's a disbeliever in magic."  

	"So?"  

	"So he can't be reliably turned into anything unless he learns to believe. Oh my dear, this is phenomenal! Do you have any idea how rare disbelievers in magic are?"  

	"Not really." Nor did she particularly care. 

	"Have you ever met one, even one?"  

	"There are a lot of disbelievers in Rangamon," said Alex, "so I hear." 

	"There are some there, not many. There are no more than two or three disbelievers in all Tartuffe, perhaps two in Nolajz. Most creatures believe the evidence of their own eyes; it takes a rare soul to look the Truth in its eyes, and refuse to see it. How wonderful that the medallion has found him." She paced excitedly, coursing with energy now.  

	"I guess. I don't really get it," said Alex. 

	"It means magic cast in the vicinity of the cat will not work! It will miscarry." 

	"Okay," said Alex. "I'll try to keep that in mind." She rose up tall. "I have to go. I don't want to, but I have to. Oh, sigh, M.E., I don't want to go. I want to curl up in my cozy bed and sleep and sleep and dream."  

	"I'm sorry, my dear." Maura-Enna cradled her in her arms.  

	Alex pulled back and stomped her foot. "So don't make me a bird, Ma! Help me out here!"  

	"I don't want you to be a bird, Alex," Maura-Enna said, folding her into her arms again. She had deliberated a long while before turning Alex into the great orange creature. The Trident family, Larry and Tasmin, had, after all, a powerful affinity for winged creatures, and it was foolish to take the slightest risk of pushing Alex in their direction. But it had to be either a bird or a cat of some sort, that's all Alex could be transmogrified into, and the bird had been the sensible choice because of its speed in covering long distances, and its ability to hover high, and see all.  

	Although her own animal affinities were towards the feline, Maura-Enna loved birds. But the Tridents all knew how to speak bird language in a powerful way, and they'd long cultivated the baser elements among the flocks, and had low friends in high places throughout Rangamon's bird kingdoms. One eloquent feathered leader could sway a flock, as a single mind, in an instant. Maura-Enna had seen the flocks flying over from Rangamon these past weeks and days, replacing the blue sky over her very own cottage with raucous black motion, and she had been working hard to send them back. She felt almost useless against the vast forces being arrayed. 

	Now she drew back from hugging her daughter. "You're most effective as a bird. Go be a bird a while longer." 

	Alex's mouth curved down and her face crumpled in what looked like a prelude to real tears, but she caught herself and stood up straight. She nodded. 

	"Be so careful, Alex." She paused, collecting her energy. "Here...." She handed Alex a small polished rock, grey carved to silver, oval, warm to the palm. It nearly shone with the image of a cat, jaw thrust up proudly. "If, if, and only if, you must be a cat, use this to tap my cougar spell." 

	Alex reverently tucked the cat rock into the velvet pouch she tied around her leg, which would soon be one of the few body parts it would fit on. "Thanks, Maur-E. Thanks very much." She patted her mother on the head, and prepared to be transmogrified.  

	The rules of transmogrification were such that clothing was not affected (except in the rare case where the wearer was so attached to it she considered it a part of her). Alex's red jammies would be left behind, in a pile where she stood. If she were to require clothing in her new form, the magic would have to specify it; she would arrive transformed naked otherwise. (A naked bird was fine, of course.) Pouches and jewelry, on the other hand, were usually considered organic facets of their wearer, as were other objects worn about the body that the wearer might consider special or integral. The cat stone would travel with her as a bird.  

	Maura-Enna caressed a tendril of Alex's wild dark hair. "And don't even think about turning into your girl self. It's too dangerous. I won't allow it. Do you hear me?"  

	"I hear you."  

	"Look, Alex, I need to tell you...."  

	"Make it snappy, Mother."  

	Why was it so hard to say the words, Tasmin is your half-brother? The Evil Lord Lawrence of Rangamon is your father.  

	"Alex...." She mustn't say anything to make Alex lose her nerve, yet Alex needed to know.  

	The girl was tapping her foot, her chin thrust forward, urging her Mom to get on with it.  

	"Your father...." Maura-Enna looked around the room blindly, eyes unfocused. "Your father was uh...." She paused.  

	"Jerk?"  

	"Uh..."  

	"Traveling zither salesman?"  

	"Uh... not... always nice."  

	"Oh thanks, Mom. Thanks. Thanks for the world-shattering news. Like I figured he must be so great, since he hasn't been around for my entire life."  

	Actually, Maura-Enna thought with a wince, she'd had something to do with that, making Larry thousands of years old and so unattractive he could hardly be seen out and about, even provided he could manage to, say, lift his head or stand up, which he couldn't. She'd empowered his physical being to reflect his hideous insides, the choices he'd made, who he was, and so his body had failed him in every way; he couldn't so much as send out a thought wave. He had essentially no physical energy to manifest his psychic energy. Quite a comedown for an evil lord.  

	"So my Dad was not always nice?" Alex asked. "Is this relevant?"  

	"Yes." Maura-Enna took her lightly by the shoulders, and kissed her cheek. "Yes, it's relevant. Be careful, and be good. And stay away from attractive men. And very ugly ones. Promise me."  

	"Yeah yeah."  

	"It's important. Be good! Now, you do what you safely can to protect this cat and his friends. And you guide them here, quickly if you can, with every precaution, for yourself especially. Bring the medallion here. The books if you can." She kissed her daughter on the forehead, and began the transformation. 

	
CHAPTER FIVE

	Marcusian Globery

	Andover kept watch while Stub and Marcus slept on the grassy ground. He looked forward to waking Stub to take the next watch, in less than half an hour, with a cheery snort in the ear. That would be fun. But for now all was quiet.  

	The only thing that had happened at all, if you didn't count ploppings of frogs and whooshings of bats' wings, was that the big orange bird had glided onto a low limb of manzanita less than ten feet from where Andover stood near the campfire. Flickers of light now and then revealed its huge, grey-shadowed form and glinted off its too-intelligent eyes.  

	An owl-like hoot came from somewhere behind Andover. It was a really lousy hoot, he thought. He turned around. The big bird was alert now, too, standing up on tip-toes, craning its neck, spreading its wings, then staying still, listening.  

	"Marcus," Andy said quietly. Instantly Marcus was awake and at his side. The hoot came again, twice.  

	"Lousy owl," Marcus whispered.  

	"Let's hope their fighting skills are equally poor, eh?" Andover said.  

	"Kills spoor, eh, what...?" said Stub, slowly rising out of sleep.  

	A heart-stopping whoosh of sound flew through the campsite, a fireball tearing a brilliant path behind it like the tail of a comet. Mildly impressive, Marcus thought, waking up fully. He laid off rating the show to take what shelter he could, which involved squatting and trying to look dark. He scanned the campsite to assess damage.  

	Everyone was alive and calm enough.... Wait, Stub was in trouble! His tail stub was smoking, although he, in his sleep-addled state, clearly had not yet realized it.  

	And then suddenly Marcus was upon him, whapping him on the stub again and again with his hands, then scooping dirt from the ground as if Stub's bottom were a campfire needing to be put out. Stub was not amused. He woke up thoroughly and in a hurry, and, for a moment, it looked like a fist fight was going to take root between the two friends; but then Stub realized his predicament with a shriek of alarm, just as Marcus flung him into a shallow pool of river water.  

	"I cast right spell! Why that happened!" came a thin whiny voice from the gloom.  

	Marcus and Stub and even Andover jumped at the sound of disembodied human speech coming out of the night. Marcus at once recognized the voice and creative grammar of Tippy the Trickster, a popular showman at rich people's parties. Tippy was also at the hub of many criminal activities in the tri-country area, using his magic liberally for immoral profit.  

	So Tippy was here, Noah's stooge, the fifth-rate magician responsible for the spell on the Villamont water supply. He could puff up big, but there was little underneath. If he was all there was to worry about... 

	"Stand aside." A deep voice boomed from the darkness, and Marcus literally quaked in his boots.  

	The next instant, the night's black lit up with a glow so intense Marcus flung up his arm to cover his eyes. For a long moment, the light flared like a nova, showing a shocked and stilled tableau — Stub crawling from the pool, his silk and fur cold and heavy against his tiny little cat body; Marcus stunned with his mouth open, eyes wide with fear; Andover standing near the campfire, the light of which seemed as nothing in the great illumination upon them.  

	The light showed a horde of Noah's guards, soldiers, and policemen only ten feet away, weapons lamely raised, stupefied by the goings-on. It showed Tippy, looking witless as usual, and it showed the great bird sinking silently into a tree twenty feet above. At the head of the horde, it showed a huge hulk, strangely marked with deep, angular shadows, even though this greatest of lights emanated from it.  

	Then, in a terrifying moment, the light died, went out, disappeared. Blackness filled all, seemed to be all. A sense of creeping evil, and an instant of communal, primal terror drove Marcus quickly to a near-frenzy, and he feared for his ability to cope. But then the light returned, in a triumphant rush, pulsing, vital, brilliant, huge; then it turned off for a breathtaking instant , then cycled on, cycled off, then on, darkness then light then darkness, a steady rhythm, sparking with electricity, making the night air hum with the rich expression of balanced energy.  

	Marcus knew what it was. He'd never seen one, but this had to be it. Tears streamed from his pain-filled eyes. They were not made to take in such light as this. Marcus could see the shivering ball of light as it flashed through the hulk's fingers. Yes, it was a globe. It had to be a Marcusian globe. So beautiful, but not when it's used against you.  

	To make matters worse, it was held in the cupped hands of a nasty-looking person. Orangey and unnaturally handsome, in an ugly way, and with a very bad vibe about him, not to mention a bad smell, as if he'd been wearing too many layers of clothing for way too long.  

	He'd seen this face etched on a coin. On a Rangamonian Eljher. The face, now a sharply shadowed ghostly orange-white, now darkest dark, the light pulsing in mesmerizing rhythm — Marcus had to admit the face looked a lot like the purported face of Tasmin Lord of Rangamon. But it couldn't be Tasmin. That would be unthinkable. He was huge, politically and in the sorcery biz. For a man of Tasmin's immense power to be so intimately involved with this medallion situation, surely the stakes would have to be massive.  

	Marcus hoped they weren't, because he really wasn't up to it. He felt the strongest urge to just turn and walk away, this moment. After all, he'd been planning to spend the week hot-tubbing in the 106-degree pools at Spillslightly, which plan beat this present scenario all to pieces. Maybe it wasn't too late.  

	"I am Tasmin, Lord of Rangamon." The voice was deep, and gravelly, and set Marcus's solar plexus to shivering.  

	So possibly it was too late for hot-tubbing. He knew what Tasmin wanted, and he knew he couldn't let him have it. Not that he had a chance of stopping Tasmin from doing any old thing he wanted. But as long as the medallion was attached to his friend, he had to fight; he couldn't go hot-tubbing. Poor Stub. He was really in the soup. They were all swimming in soup. Maybe Andover at least could make a run for safety. 

	The pulsing light showed Stub standing by the fire, his fur dripping. He held a small pillow in one paw, and his blindfold in another. He had already put one ear-pillow in. Marcus reached over and picked up his friend, tucking the cold, wet kitty under his cloak. 

	"Bunker now," he whispered. Marcus figured his spells were lame enough without being messed with by Stub's disbelief in magic.  

	"Be careful, Marcus. You're a good friend." Stub touched his nose to Marcus's. Marcus helped him on with his blindfold and gently but firmly stuffed the last earplug into place.  

	"Bunkum," Stub said. He curled up in his friend's armpit and tried to think of mice.  

	Wait, thought Marcus. Maybe in this case my spells would be less lame when they were messed with by Stub's disbelief. Perhaps de-bunkered was better here. His magic would stand no chance, at all, on a level playing field against Tasmin. Maybe it was better for any magic performed, by either party, to be randomly skewed, or skewed by some greater force. Who knew? They might get lucky. Or they might cause untold disaster. 

	Tippy the Trickster took a step forward, to stand beside Tasmin. With a giant, vicious sweep, Tasmin's foot kicked against Tippy's windpipe. Tippy crashed to the ground, his short fall punctuated in slow motion by the steady strobe-like pulsing of the Marcusian globe. After a moment, his scratchy screams faded to moans, and Tasmin spoke.  

	"Give me the bird medallion."  

	Marcus put all his energy into keeping his voice from shaking. Each pulse of the Marcusian globe reminded him how out of his league he was. "Our medallion shows a cat, not a bird."  

	"It's mine, and you will give it to me."  

	"It won't come off," Marcus said in his most reasonable way. "We can take your address and send it to you once it decides to come off. For now, it's just, stuck."  

	"Then I am taking the cat to which it adheres." Tasmin eyed Marcus's cloak. "It's just a cat. Don't let it be the death of you."  

	Marcus was glad Stub was bunkered and couldn't hear. "The cat is actually a young man, under enchantment," said Marcus.  

	Tasmin began to laugh, a laugh utterly without humor. The hateful sound was so loud, and rolled on for so long, that Marcus feared Stub would hear after all.  

	"That's a funny story," Tasmin said finally, "Now give me the cat." He held the Marcusian globe out before him, high in one hand.

	No, Marcus thought. He wouldn't use the globe for such a small thing as this. This is a small thing, isn't it? Should Stub de-bunker? What would happen if a Marcusian globe were used in the presence of a disbeliever in magic? The results would be so huge, whatever they were. They could be catastrophic. But to let Tasmin use the globe with Stub bunkered, to let him cast successfully whatever the spell was he wanted to so badly....  

	"Wait!" Marcus found himself speaking, with no idea what he was going to say next. He licked his lips. "We wish to cooperate, but I can't risk the life of my friend."  

	"You're all going to be dead in about fifteen seconds," hissed Tasmin, "if you don't give me the cat." But he did lower the globe back into his cupped hands, holding it close to himself like the precious thing it was.  

	Marcus stood silently, praying for help, praying for inspiration, praying he looked strong and resolute, not petrified and brain-dead.  

	"You know what this is," the deep voice said. "A Marcusian globe. You know it magnifies any magic by the cube of itself."  

	Marcus knew all right. He had actually been named after the globe's inventor. His father had had high hopes for him, all dashed up to this point, and apparently about to be dashed for all time.  

	"Yes, I do know and I respect its power, very much," Marcus said, nodding his head agreeably. "I'm just suggesting we try some simple, relatively harmless magic spells first to see if we can remove the medallion. Perhaps even a haircut, carefully done...." 

	"A head cut will do. There is no need for niceties or fine distinctions. You don't know, do you, what you have there? And what you are about to lose. Perhaps it's best that you die; you will be better off never realizing the magnitude of the upheaval you are about to allow."  

	Maybe so, thought Marcus. The guy could know what he was talking about. He could be right on the money. But why wasn't he making his move? Marcus couldn't believe he himself was still alive. Why wasn't Tasmin smiting him? Why was Tasmin Lord of Rangamon taking the time to talk with an elfboy? And why was he insisting on taking Stub? Why didn't he just yank the medallion off? And surely he would have torn Stub from beneath the cloak by now, if he could. He couldn't. Not by magic, nor by brawn. Interesting. They must be under some sort of spell of protection. Yes, someone was helping them; that's why they weren't dead yet.  

	With the Marcusian globe Tasmin could get the medallion. But of course Tasmin would not want to use the globe until the absolutely perfect, the optimum, moment.  

	Because using the Marcusian globe was exhausting, utterly draining. Creating it took nearly unfathomable power; then just keeping it alive and going required rapt attention from immense power; and, finally, using it vaporized all but the merest shred of power in the user's possession. Only enough was left to keep the lungs and heart pumping, sometimes not even that. Thought was a pipedream. Over time, power — energy — would return, most likely; it would return exponentially in fact, beginning with a trickle but soon reaching a flood; but the first trickle took a long time coming. It had to re-build itself, like the evolution of the world.  

	Tasmin might well be reluctant to employ the globe right now, rather than at a time and place carefully arranged by him. But Marcus knew he'd do it if he had to. Holding the globe in your hand gave you a pretty good chance of getting everything you wanted. If Tasmin didn't get the medallion another way, and soon, he'd use the globe.  

	All these musings passed through Marcus's mind in an instant. The thought that stayed with him was that Tasmin had a Marcusian globe in his hands and he was going to use it because he was after major power. It was not the sort of thing you would throw together lightly. It was a big deal, and something big was going on. In that case, it was time for Marcus to stop thinking small, and start thinking big.  

	He took a second to visualize himself ready to defend the freedom of Nolajz, good against evil, to the death if necessary, but hopefully to the desired happy ending. A picture of the elfwoman in the marketplace, the lady who'd been the light in his spine, popped into his mind and filled it. If he died, he would always regret the lovely wife he never wed, and the lovely elf children they never had. Or maybe he would never regret those things, since he'd be dead, but he was regretting them now. So, okay. What was he going to do? Tasmin was raising the globe again. Time to do something big, like...  

	Oof! He surprised himself. A shadowy green and silver curtain, like ghostly gossamer, flew, and flowed, between him and Tasmin, a shimmery veil oddly filled with — made of? — light and energy, like a sail filled to glorious bursting with the slight night breeze. It seemed to stretch forever left and right. Marcus smiled at it, felt it smile back at him, and let out a groan of vast pleasure. There was that light traveling up his spine thing again. He felt renewed. He didn't feel alone. Where had that curtain come from? He hadn't done all of it, not by a longshot. It had been a gift to him. He felt like dropping to his knees, but stayed steady aloft.  

	The curtain was tough, like a membrane. Balls of light were bouncing off Tasmin's side of it, boomeranging against their thrower, in strange punctuation to the flashes of the Marcusian globe. Meanwhile, the sun was just barely starting to appear from behind the Fangus Mountains.  

	"Looks like they're having difficulties," Marcus said to Andover, who had come up close beside him. "Can't get through the veil. Let's see how I do." He reached deep within for his power, found it was huge, and shot it out in a ray that looked like something Thor would throw on a great day. Impressive, and quite unlike anything he'd ever done before. It pierced the greenish veil easily, and cries of pain were heard from the other side.  

	Marcus threw up his arm to keep his head from flying off in astonishment, and Stub fell out from under his armpit, and hit the ground with a thud. "I didn't mean to hurt anyone," Marcus called, to the other side of the veil, and to Stub.  

	"Was that a poke?" yelled Stub from the ground. "Hey, Marcus, did you poke me to unbunker?"  

	Was that a poke? Should Stub unbunker? Wait! What? What was that in the dirt?  

	The medallion! The medallion's chain, though still around Stub's neck, hung loosely, and the medallion lay close by on the ground.  

	Marcus could pick it up and hand it to the bad guy. He and his friends might then run away free.  

	In a flash Marcus realized what must have happened. When Stub bunkered, his disbelief was forcibly removed from the situation. It no longer mattered, no longer had an influence — and the medallion became vulnerable. Spells could be cast against it, spells that would actually work. A bunkered disbeliever was of no benefit, and was no one to cling to.  

	Marcus became obsessed with the thought: He could pick up the medallion and hand it through the veil, to Tasmin. And he and his friends could all run away really, really fast. 

	But instead, he poked Stub, hard enough so he'd be sure to know he'd been poked. The cat immediately stood up, ripped off his blindfold, tore out his ear-pillows, and said in a complaining voice, "Debunkered, finally!" followed immediately by a screech. "Ow! Ow! Ow! Ow!" The chain and medallion had settled extremely firmly around his neck and beneath his waistcoat, against his frilly, furry chest.  

	Poor guy, Marcus thought. He hadn't even realized he'd been rid of it, and now it was back.  

	Was Stub glowing? Marcus stared at the rosy aura around Stub. 

	A mighty crashing from the other side of the veil grabbed Marcus's attention away from the luminosity mystery. A struggle between light and veil had been taking place over in Tasmin's territory, a lot of zapping and flashing and spitting of flame. Now, in one heart-rending instant, the veil split, torn down the middle by a bolt of light, as if slashed by a sword; then it broke into pieces that disintegrated in no time, like mist in the morning sun — a morning sun that was pulsing slowly, cycling to dark and back.  

	"Tasmin!" Marcus called. Tasmin stood, a scowl on his sweat-drenched face. He's too tired to do the globe, Marcus thought. Fighting the veil took it out of him. In fact, the globe's pulsing had slowed noticeably.  

	But Tasmin looked straight at Stub's chest, where the medallion lay underneath blue silk, and his hands contracted around the globe.  

	"Tasmin!" Marcus called again. "You are in the presence of a disbeliever in magic."  

	Tasmin stood completely still and silent. Right, thought Marcus, he knows I'm telling the truth. He can see that's why the medallion is clinging to Stub. He can see it would be madness to use a Marcusian globe in the presence of a disbeliever. Who knows what the result might be? Surely....  

	"The disbeliever must die," Tasmin said in a reasonable voice. He slipped the globe into a pouch at his waist. He took an ebony bow from his back, and an ebony arrow from his quiver. "No magic is needed." He fitted an arrow to the string. "Did you notice," he said conversationally, "the kitty has lost his rosy glow? He doesn't look protected to me; does he look protected to you?" He aimed his arrow, carefully.  

	It was true; Stub was no longer glowing. Marcus dove to protect his friend, but ended up bobbing back up like a graceless jack-in-the-box, pulling muscles he didn't know he had. His feet were rooted to the ground. Tasmin must have gotten lucky and done the magic while Stub was bunkered. This was subtle, horrific magic, the stuff of nightmares, magic that snuck up on you when you thought all was well. Oh, uh, I'm glued to the floor. And then, bam, it's over.  

	Stub's big cat eyes grew huge as he realized he, too, was bonded in place, and it was just about to be over. "I'm a sitting duck," he cried. "Help me! I don't want to die as poultry!" 

	"Bunker!" Marcus screamed. Stub was already fitting his pillows in place. Marcus concentrated on the arrow where it sat poised to spring from Tasmin's bow; he had to be ready to put all his energy into turning it from its path. Not a good time to think about the odds of failure.  

	The arrow sprang. Stub covered his eyes with his paws, and screamed, "Bunkum!" Marcus thrust out his hand, and a flame of pure love energy shot towards the speeding arrow, unfortunately missing it by a good half-inch, due to Stub's lifting a paw to take a peek.  

	The shot did hit, however, the big orange bird who happened to also be bent on stopping the arrow. Her wing contracted in pain for an instant, then she pulled strongly for air to steer into position. Her talons stretched out and grabbed the arrow from its speeding path. She made a pained sort of caw, soft, then dropped the arrow at Stub's tiny feet. Stub beamed up at the bird — true elegance in motion — but she was gone already.  

	The big bird flew straight at Tasmin, who was again holding his Marcusian globe aloft in one hand. With a terrifying sweep of wings, the bird rushed him.  

	He lowered the globe slightly, and turned to work magic against the approaching troublemaker. His face spoke of intended murder. Orange-red light seemed to shoot from his ferocious eyes; the intensity of his power was enormous, and the bird dropped a foot or two, drained, her caw like a gasp. She drove herself to recover the lost height, visibly straining, and angling discreetly toward the hand that held the globe. A small instant later, she shot up like water on a hot griddle, and the Marcusian globe glowed, fiery, in her talons.  

	Tasmin's scream of rage nearly turned the air to a quivering solid. Fireballs from his furious fingertips set the bird's tailfeathers alight. She dove at Marcus like a hawk at prey, screamed "Catch!" in a screechy female voice, and dropped the orb into his hands. She then turned and crash-dived into the pool of river water.  

	Hot! Was Marcus's thought. Hot hot hot. He fumbled the globe back and forth in his hands for a moment, before calming himself down, and finding a channel where it didn't hurt so much. The globe's light was unbelievable at this close range. The blinding flashes of white light were so white and so light that the eye was still seeing them, in afterburn, during the times of darkness. Everything was lit up like an overexposed film, and the light felt good, like a warm bath cleansing every cell. But the globe was definitely hot.  

	And he was still very much rooted to the ground. It was a real concern, since Tasmin had at long last overcome his shyness — their protector, their guardian angel, must have been defeated, Marcus acknowledged, stifling the sob that rose in his throat — and was marching straight at Marcus. He wanted the Marcusian globe back.  

	Marcus screamed, "Bunker!" and Stub reapplied his bunkering appurtenances. Although the medallion would be unprotected while Stub was bunkered, Marcus had to take the chance. He hoped Tasmin hadn't worked out all the effects of having a disbeliever in their midst yet.  

	Marcus had hoped, had longed, to feel that sweet light in his spine, but there was none, had been none since the veil had gone. The globe was fading. Tasmin seemed to be absorbing energy from it despite not having possession of it. Marcus had to do this, by himself, now.  

	He focused on the globe. He said, very quickly:  

	"Globe of Marcus, Marcus here, 
Hear me if you will. 
I beg you join me in this sphere, 
For evil threatens us to kill."  

	He winced. No masterpiece, that.  

	Good, Tasmin was still heading for him, not for Stub. Good, great. Perhaps, with the help of the quickly diminishing Marcusian globe he held in his hand — he couldn't believe he was holding a Marcusian globe in his hand — perhaps he could do a rather large de- and re-materialization spell, successfully for once. "Please," he said with all his heart. "For the love of Good."  

	But Tasmin was so close Marcus could feel the wind of his movements. The big orange hand raced down toward Marcus's trembling palm, where the globe shimmied and spun and pulsed in his desperate grasp. Tasmin opened his hand wide to grab the globe away, and Marcus clinched his hands so tightly around the orb that his palms instantly were nothing but blisters. He threw his head back, opening his energy channels to any help that was out there, and vulnerable to any harm, too. Tasmin brought up a knife, its blade a foot long.  

	Andover chose that moment to kick pretty much the entire campfire, in one fell swoop, onto Tasmin's back. That situation quickly claimed Tasmin's attention, as his clothing took flame, and his long black greasy hair attracted fire like wicks.  

	Marcus was quick to resume his spell, looking intently into the heart of the slowly pulsing light.  

	"I beg of you to be our shield,
Protect these friends of mine...." 

	With all the sincerity in his heart, he pictured Stubbenfield Manor — such wonderful meals they always had in the dining room there!  

	"Take us now to Stubbenfield 
With its ten-course meals divine."  

	An embarrassing spell for someone holding a Marcusian globe. Or for anyone, really. It would be even more embarrassing if it didn't work.  

	And then the spell kicked in, Tasmin's screaming providing background noise, an aural picture of infernal pain and fury, juxtaposed against Marcus's strong note of eternal hope and questing, full of purpose and perplexity, towards the Good.

	
CHAPTER SIX

	Odd Times at Stubbenfield Manor 

	Suddenly everything was different, and all was quiet. Early morning light filtered by green-budded trees, propelled by a perfect breeze, played shadows across Marcus's face, but he couldn't have noticed. He lay drained, all but lifeless, on the exquisite handwoven carpet on the elder Earl of Stubbenfield's dining room floor.  

	Andover stood crammed into a corner near the china cabinet, favoring his singed hoof.  

	"Can I unbunker?" Stub was yelling at the top of his little cat lungs. "Can I unbunker now?"  

	Andover poked him with his muzzle, and Stub tore off his accessories. "It's about time," he complained. "It's not that much fun being blind, deaf, and completely ignored, I can tell you that. Hey, this looks like my dining room. Hey, there's my Mum! Outstanding!"  

	"We were magically transported here," Andover said.  

	"Right, Andy. I'm not in the mood. A fast carriage ride perhaps; how can I know; I was bunkered." Stub leapt onto the dining room table. He gave the elegant lady there a nose kiss, then tore into a convenient roast chicken.  

	"Oh darling," Lady Stubbenfield cried. "Oh Edgar, it's little Ed!" The elder Earl Edgar was sitting with his forkful of breakfast soysage half-raised to his mouth. He was, truth to tell, surprised at the recent appearance in his dining room of these folks. Although he had long invited little Ed's friends Marcus and Andover to think of Stubbenfield Manor as their home, they, and Ed, had previously always come in through one of the doors, or occasionally a window, not just popped into the dining room, and Andover had previously kept to the outbuildings, where he no doubt felt more comfortable. Also, they'd never before brought with them that big orange bird, just outside the glass doors open to the courtyard, where the creature soaked its bottom in the fountain while glaring most unpleasantly.  

	"Well," said the Earl at last, with a slight nod to his son. "Yes then."  

	Lady Stubbenfield was looking her son over, and in particular his stump. "Oh my dear sweet boy, I do believe you have lost even more of your poor tail."  

	Stub bristled and leapt down, taking a chicken leg with him, adjusting his vest and trousers. "It's nothing, Mom. My tail tells the tale of my triumphs."  

	"Tuh...." groaned Marcus.  

	Stub turned to his very still friend. "Are you okay, Marcus? You look white as that fish I caught in Nasty Creek, remember how disgusting...?" He trailed off.  

	"I believe he's unwell," Lady Stubbenfield said. "Marcus my dear boy, whatever...?"  

	"He'll be all right," said Andover. "He performed a whoppin' big magic trick, and now he's busted. He'll get over it."  

	Marcus opened one eyelid the tiniest slit, then closed it as though exhausted. Next he seemed to be working on making his mouth move. His tongue anyway. "Tuhhh gwo," he said almost silently, at length.  

	"That sounded like 'Tuhhh gwo'," Stub said.  

	"Tuhhh gwo," Lady Stubbenfield repeated. "Whatever can it mean?" She ran to the bookshelves and pulled out a silk-bound volume. "Perhaps it's a spell! Let's see, in the index, 'tuh', how do you think it's spelled exactly?"  

	"The globe!" The screeching voice stopped everyone in their tracks, except Marcus, who hadn't been moving. An eight-foot collection of orange feathers zipped through the open glass doors and settled fairly gracefully on the back of an empty dining room chair, scraping its head on the ceiling. (Luckily Stub Manor had those old-fashioned high ceilings, so the damage wasn't too severe, for bird or plaster.) One wing knocked a gravy ladle onto the tablecloth. Stub ran to the bird like a puppy dog to its master, and grinned up goofily; its shadow covered him eight times over. 

	"You idiot!" the bird cawed at the silent Marcus, whose ears may or may not have been functioning, at all. "You had a Marcusian globe in your hand! And you used it to come here? To a dining room? You're supposed to be returning the medallion to its source, not taking it to some kind of weird provincial eating area!"  

	"I hardly think we're provincial," said Lady Stubbenfield, who did not seem to mind, or even notice, that she was addressing a very large talking bird. Indeed, Lady Stub was widely held to be unflappable. Having seen her son turned into a cat not long ago had hardly put a nick in her calm demeanor. "Oh, isn't he adorable!" she'd said at once. She'd labeled the transformation "fascinating." She'd also taken the opportunity to say, on her son's behalf, firm, clear, and final goodbyes to all of his girlfriends, now his former girlfriends, none of whom had been good enough for him anyway. "Of course, we can't seriously consider leaving our estate to a cat," she'd said to them, and off they'd gone, glumly.  

	Now her only son, the handsome tabby, was staring at the big bird, and for all the world looking smitten as a schoolboy. The bird gave Stub the once-over, several times, then drifted off into surveying Marcus's semi-lifeless body with maybe just the least little bit of compassion.  

	Andover eyed the creature warily. "So," he said, "we're supposed to be returning the medallion to its source? That would be where?"  

	"Not this dining room!" the bird screamed. 

	"Tuhhh gwub," Marcus insisted.  

	"It's gone!" the bird yelled at Marcus. "The globe is gone! You blew it all on this little fiasco."  

	"No one told us we were supposed to be...," Andover said.  

	"I'm telling you now!" the bird screeched.  

	"Asmmmeh...?" Marcus's voice was so weak.  

	"Tasmin?" the bird asked him. "Tasmin! No, he didn't get the globe back. You used it. You've destroyed the globe — and yourself — to bring us to a dining room."  

	"Wady in gween?" Marcus croaked, to be met with blank stares. 

	"Who is this lovely chick?" Lady Stubbenfield queried. 

	Stub asked, his voice wavering, "Who are you, my dear?"  

	"I'm starving, that's who I am. Is there any...?" The bird turned on its perch, and helped itself to the fruit plate, all of it in one big beakful.  

	"Hey there!" said Andover. "We're got a bit of appetite ourselves."  

	"Then eat," said the bird, in between gulps. "Don't just stand there saying you're hungry. Prove it."  

	At which Andover charged up to the table, just happening to knock the bird and her chair out the door and into the drawing room. Stub rushed towards the fallen feathered creature, whose squawking seemed to be music to his ears. 

	"Morning, Lady Stubbenfield. Morning, Sir. I'll just have a few of these wonderful oat cakes, if I may," Andover said, taking four. "I'm feeling a wee bit outsize in here, and of course I must see Marigold and share these lovely cakes with her. I know ye won't mind if I excuse meself forthwith." 

	 "Certainly, as you wish, my dear steed," said Lady Stubbenfield. "Marigold will be so delighted. This is such a pleasant surprise for all of us. Come, I'll show you out through the East wing." Lady Stub was a nice woman, Andover thought for the millionth time. She was thoughtful. He could, of course, turn doorknobs if he had to, using his nose and mouth, but it was an unpleasant affair, and unflattering-looking, and it was all around much better if a sweet, lovely lady would turn them for you.  

	The moment Andover's rump left the room, the big bird dragged the dining room chair back to the table and aggressively resumed her perch. Stub hopped up onto the chair seat beneath, inches from the bird's massive talons, his little tabby face enthralled.  

	"What a bad horse," the bird said, pushing a muffin into her mouth. She took a good look at Stub. "Where'd you get that collar?" she asked mushily. 

	"Princess Phoebe," he beamed. "Of Tartuffe...." 

	"I know who she is," the girl snarled. 

	"Of course, you're the real jewel," Stub quickly improvised, surprised to find he meant what he was saying. "What do they call you, princess?" Gosh, she was beautiful, even with those ratty black tailfeathers that made it look like she'd roasted her bottom in a campfire. "What's your lovely name?"  

	No way was Alex going to tell him her name. That would be a recipe for disaster. "What do you think my name is, kitty?"  

	"Please, I beg you, call me Edgar." 

	"You seem more like an Eddie to me." 

	"I am an Eddie. Your Eddie." She could call him chopped liver, or anything except kitty, just so long as she kept talking to him. "And what shall I call you, darling?" 

	Alex thought it was fun to have people trying to figure you out. They never succeeded. She swept her gaze around the room. There were only Marcus, lying unmoving on the floor moaning very, very quietly, and the elder Earl, lying unmoving on the couch reading his newspaper. He looked up politely when Alex spoke his name, more or less. 

	"So, Eddie's Dad. What do you think my name is?" 

	The elder Earl looked her up and down, then back up, then back down. "If you were a racehorse, I'd call you Goldy." He went back to his paper without waiting for her reaction. 

	She sighed. So cheap-sounding. And she was a brunette. 

	"Okay, Eddie, maybe you can do better." A rustle of newspaper confirmed the Earl had heard and processed her little insult. "Tell me, Eddie — how she loved saying his name, even if it was in a screechy bird voice — "what name do you think suits me?" 

	Stub thought for a minute. This was important. What name would suit such a creature? What kind of name came attached to a package like this one? Wow, who knew? He hadn't a clue. He'd never seen anything like it. Well, start with "A"....  

	"Alex?" he said, thinking of his favorite pet, a naughty little monkey.  

	"Awwwkkkk!" A horrified gasp came from the throat of the bird, and suddenly, bang, snap, kaboom, Stub was staring up at a lovely — what! could she be — yes, she was, a lovely and unclothed young woman about to fall off the back of the chair, onto his head.  

	***  

	Ten minutes later the young lady sat curled up in a comfy chair near the hearth, wrapped in, and covered up quite properly by, a scarlet silk robe, only a bit more scarlet than her cheeks. Lady Stubbenfield, upon her return from seeing Andover out, had located the rumored naked girl, hiding in a broom closet, and had taken it upon herself to clothe her.  

	Earl Edgar had earlier made himself unpopular through commentary ("I'm quite sure young Ed was altogether delighted when that naked girl fell on him"), but now lay quietly, his presence announced only by the crinkle of his newspaper. He sprawled sideways on the couch, his back supported with three stiff pillows, his legs stretched comfortably across the cushions, his shoes (not that clean) propped up on a nice floral taffeta bolster.  

	Marcus, with Lady Stub's help, was making a fine recovery from his global employment. He was sitting up, still on the floor, with the aid of numerous pillows strategically placed, and he was sipping soup, asparagus, which was being competently and kindly fed to him by Lady Stub.  

	All he could think about was the lady in green. Was she all right? But he couldn't bear to ask, to try to have the conversation. He couldn't bear to think of the veil splitting, the light disappearing from his spine…. 

	He felt his energy sinking and knew he had to distract himself until he was strong enough to deal with a situation he was, after all, powerless to affect. 

	So he creakily turned his torso a bit and somewhat discreetly considered the bird-girl. She was certainly lovely. Marcus guessed he could understand why Stub was so unseemingly smitten, although, in his opinion, personality should count for a lot in a girlfriend.  

	Stub lay curled up on the warm tile hearth at Alex's slippered feet; his head and front paws kept parking themselves atop the lovely golden arches, only to be bobbled about and knocked away by her restless tapping. The chain around his neck glowed in the firelight but gave not a hint of the might of the medallion tethered at its end.  

	He had a huge cat smile on his face, the little black and pink lips surrounded by browns and greys in lovely intricate patterns. His purr was like the constant hum of cicadas, a real presence in the room. At times it was so loud that the Earl roused himself to swat him with his newspaper.  

	Marcus's ears were working well now, and he was acutely aware of the tapping, the purring, the swatting. It really did seem like his cat-man friend and this nutty bird-girl had something going. Marcus felt near-horror creeping into his mind and thought about shaking his head in denial, but it was too much effort. It was all too much. You just never knew when you got up in the morning. 

	He suddenly felt very, very tired, and he realized he was draining his energy reserves — so recently replenishing — by worrying. He needed to be smart and let his thoughts work for him. He could only pay attention to a limited number of thoughts; he wanted them to be the right ones as often as possible.  

	And then he realized... wonderful, amazing, he was thinking again. This was a treat. Recovery from the Marcusian globe was moving at a quick clip now.  

	It had been such an astonishing experience. No one, nothing could have prepared Marcus for how it had been. And this had been just a little globe, by the time he got to it, and just a little spell. But he had used it! He had joined his power to its, and survived. He wanted to do it again. And again. But not for a while.  

	Who was this pretty, grouchy Alex and why was she here? And why had she been transported with himself and Stub and Andover from Rushnsplat Falls to Stubbenfield Manor? What exactly was it Marcus's spell had asked? "Protect these friends of mine, take us now to Stubbenfield.…" Did that mean the bird girl was a friend? She didn't seem exactly friendly. And what was all this changing from a bird? What was going on?  

	Well, why not ask her? He felt he was up to it; he'd better be. "My name is Marcus Realwright, Alex," he said at about half his normal speed. But his voice was much stronger now. "I think we'd all appreciate an explanation of what's going on." 

	"The less you know, the better for everybody," the girl replied crisply.  

	"You said we were supposed to be returning the medallion to its source," Lady Stubbenfield said. 

	"I said they were, not we were. I don't remember anyone inviting you." In the silence that followed, broken only by the sounds of Stub's struggle to keep himself from sinking a claw in Alex's lovely foot, Alex reflected that she was perhaps being rude to the woman who, perhaps, if all went as she was starting to think she wanted it to, be her future mother-in-law. She smiled at Lady Stub —  who looked a bit sad and alarmingly determined — as genuinely as she could, pleated her robe as if to make a seated curtsy,  and said sweetly, "Ma'am." 

	"Don't call me Ma'am," said Lady Stub politely. "You may call me Lady Stub." 

	"Of course," said Alex, trying hard to be good and becoming almost unrecognizable for a moment. "Thank you." 

	"I don't remember signing up for this," Marcus said. "We didn't, did we, Stub?" 

	Stub looked up at Alex. "Sure we did." 

	"Alex," Marcus said, exasperated. "You have yanked our cat hairs, shadowed us in a very rude way, squawked at us...."  

	"And saved your llama friends from certain death and saved you all from certain death."  

	"Yes. Yes," said Marcus. "Thank you." 

	Stub licked her nice warm foot to show his appreciation. Divine. 

	Alex shot out of the chair, all six feet of her, giving Stub an annoyed little kick.  She paced, flapping her arms like scarlet wings, stopping only to glare down at Marcus, seated on the floor. Lady Stub was wiping green soup from his chin.  

	Alex's cheeks were glowing with a rosy orange luminescence that reminded Marcus of polished teak, and also reminded him of something else, although he, typically, couldn't remember what at the moment.  

	"I am a sorceress's apprentice," she said, resuming her pacing. "I am on official business. Dangerous business. And all you have to do, the way you can help most, is to do what I say."  

	Well, that wasn't going to happen. Not without some explanations first.  

	She needed the medallion from them, and Marcus intended to see she did not get it until she provided a full and satisfactory explanation. She was hardly a perfect specimen of the Good side of things. She could be working for Noah, she could be some kind of flaky opportunist, she could be flirting up Stub just to get the medallion, she could be — his eyes opened wide as the realization hit him, as the memory came to him of someone else who sported a rosy orange luminescence — actually related to Tasmin. He opened wide so Lady Stub could shovel in another spoonful of asparagus soup, and motioned for another one, needing some time to think. 

	"Let the boy eat," Lady Stub said to Alex, quite sternly, and with alacrity, but not much in the way of good grace, Alex returned to her chair by the hearth. 

	Despite his pressing problems, Marcus's thoughts turned to magic. Something nagged at him, something about Lady Stub and magic.  

	He was sorry to have missed the bird turning into a girl bit. He just had not been able to turn his head. Lady Stub, too, had missed the transmogrification, while accompanying Andover out, and, very interestingly, she seemed quite unconvinced that it had occurred.  

	According to Lady Stub's reading of the situation, there had just happened to be a naked girl in the broom closet. There was nothing unusual about that, when young Ed was around. And she was far from displeased that the big garish bird had gone away.  

	Marcus couldn't argue with any of this. But he had to wonder, not for the first time: Was Lady Stub's disbelief in magic if she didn't see it some sort of genetic or environmental influence that might explain Stub's stubborn disbelief in magic? (Stub had called the bird/girl transformation an "impressive trick involving the use of mirrors. Fairly slick.") 

	The big difference, it seemed to Marcus, between how magic affected Stub, and how magic affected his Mom — or, more properly, how Stub affected magic and how his Mom affected magic — the big difference between the two was that Stub could not be in the presence of magic without messing it up, whereas magic worked just fine around his Mom. Lady Stub quite believed in magic, loved it actually, but she would not believe it if she did not see it. If she could hear it, at least, she'd be convinced. But if she didn't see it, forget it. Marcus had seen this behavior from her on one prior occasion —when she had commissioned him to teach her to swim.  

	He had done work for the House of Stub on eight or nine visits over the past couple of years, as Lady Stub enjoyed magic. He had cleaned gutters magically; he had created beautiful cloth of Lady Stub's design. He had healed Lady Stub's sprained ankle and restored the hearing in the elder Earl's left ear, a bit too well for the liking of the Earl, who liked his wall of silence. He had found a missing silver soup spoon. He had resolved through fair and amicable magical suggestion a crisis, a dispute that had promised to be nasty, with a neighboring landholder. He had often predicted, or — if in at the beginning — even shifted, the odds of a coming foal being male, or female.  

	On the one occasion, Lady Stub had wanted Marcus to magically teach her to swim. She was terrified of deep water, and she longed to feel comfortable there. She thought only with magic could she conquer her fears and do what she wanted. Marcus, unable to convince her otherwise, proceeded to cast magic one day in the large, lake-like fountain out back by the fish pond. (Stub Manor had 53 fountains when last counted, not including the little portable ones that the elder Earl Edgar was always rearranging.). 

	But halfway through the spellcasting who should appear on shore nearby but Yves, a young gardener, shirtless, arm muscles rippling as he pruned the roses on the archway trellis. Lady Stub was mesmerized by his beauty, as was her wont, and she replaced, in her mind, the magic that Marcus had been doing, with her own magical experience of this gardener. She fled Marcus like he was a hot potato and went wading for Yves. She ran up to the archway, in her dripping swimming clothes, with the spell still only two-thirds done, and become completely immersed in an apparently enthralling talk with the gardener about feeding the roses. 

	Marcus had finished up the spell nonetheless, though she hadn't heard him, wrapped up as she was in her tête-à-tête with Yves. When Yves had gone and Marcus had finally managed to get her attention again, he'd instructed the Countess to jump in the water. She had done so, eventually, and she'd been able to swim, perfectly beautifully, just like that. She had been delighted and paid him well. The thing was, though, she refused to believe it had happened because of magic.  

	She thanked him for his efforts but insisted no magic had occurred. She said she obviously had learned to swim spontaneously, at the moment she needed it. Or maybe she had known how all along at some deep cellular level and hadn't been aware of it till she jumped in the water? Those explanations sounded a bit like magic to Marcus, but Lady Stub said no, it was only magic if she saw it with her own two eyes — if she was there, paying attention, when it happened. A rabbit pulled from a hat was good; a rabbit sitting next to a hat meant little. But she believed in magic, absolutely.  

	On the other hand, Stub was a disbeliever in magic, and when he bunkered he cut himself off from any chance of becoming a believer. He was unwilling to pay attention to whatever it was that the Universe wanted to show him from its magical pile of mysterious things. When Stub was bunkered, he had no effect on magic. It was almost like he ceased to exist. But if Lady Stub were to bunker, what would happen? She wouldn't be able to hear magic being done in her vicinity — and thus wouldn't believe in it — but would that affect the magic itself? Would her provisional disbelief in magic — "magic absolutely did not happen if I did not see it!" — be enough to make a spell fail? 

	He had never had any problem spellcasting around Lady Stub before. Of course, she'd always been able to hear the magic happening. 

	When he'd cast the swimming spell in the fountain, had it worked? How could he know? Maybe magic hadn't done it. Maybe Lady Stubs' explanations had been closer to the truth.  

	And maybe the Earl's complaint that Lady Stub's dabblings with spellcasting had left him with a pond-sized fountain full of talking fish — frightening the cook and causing many of the Earl's favorite dishes to be pulled from the menu — maybe that had actually been Marcus's, accidental, doing. Maybe it was the always unpredictable result of casting a spell with a solid — albeit temporary — disbeliever in magic nearby. 

	He was going to have to be more careful. Perhaps he and Lady Stub could do some experimentation when times were more leisurely. She was usually up for such enterprises.  

	A cacophony of caws burst into the room from the courtyard, causing everybody to jump — Marcus still with only enough energy to do it in slow motion — except for Alex, who just glowered.  Through the open doors, two huge crows were fighting to keep their positions, and balance, on the rim of the fountain, strong wings beating each other, frothing the water. Lady Stub fed Marcus the last spoonful of delicious green soup, wiped his chin tenderly, then marched over and shut the doors to the courtyard. 

	Marcus shivered. He knew when he was scared and made no attempt to deny it. Were these Tasmin's advance forces? He would be frantic to find the medallion. It would be very easy for him — very, very easy — to find them here. Should they be erecting fortifications, barricading themselves against his approach, or should they be running, hiding? Should they be trying to get that medallion off Stub; and would it be okay to just give it to the bad guy?  

	His questions needed answers.  

	"So, Alex," he said, and she turned a petulant gaze on him. "I'm guessing your natural form is a human girl, and the bird form is a spell." Marcus's mouth was beginning to work properly, and he was grateful not to sound like he had a mouth full of marbles, which badly affected his credibility and confidence. "And when Stub guessed your name correctly, the spell came unravelled."  

	"You think a spell would come apart that easy?" Her look told Marcus he was the dumbest thing ever made.  

	"Probably there was some kind of password, a particular thought juxtaposed with a certain spoken word?"  

	He could see he'd guessed correctly. She tossed her hair in contempt; it was long, and deeply black like a pool of water on a moonless night, so dark a black it shone almost purple. Into his mind's eye raced the memory of pulsing light, and Tasmin's oily black hair making even the darkness shine.  

	He shifted, trying to get a look into the girl's eyes, but she wouldn't let him. She leapt up, carelessly kicking Stub aside. 

	He wrenched awake, springing up from the hearth as if a fire had been lit under him. His purring was temporarily discombobulated into silence, although as soon as he saw Alex, upset though she was, it kicked right back in. He rubbed against her leg with abandon. What a treat to be near such a charming creature. And she was a human, not a bird! Oh joy! Someday he, too, would be human again, oh surely, and he'd be a boy, and she'd be a girl. He was going to have to get Marcus cracking on solving the transmogrification problem. 

	"You need to quit asking me things!" She was furious, what else was new, hands on hips, face thrust forwards aggressively. "Just do what I say! Anyone could see I'm on the side of Good!" 

	"Actually…," Marcus began.  

	"I saved the medallion!" It was strange how Alex's voice could sound the same, whether bird or human. "And kept good from folding under to evil in the tri-country area! Does anyone say 'thanks'?"  

	"Thanks...."  

	"And I'm injured!" She flapped her left arm listlessly, and gestured toward her bottom. "I was shot full through the wing with Tasmin's arrow! Remember that, Eddie?" 

	"Indeed I do," Eddie said. What he actually recalled was being insane with terror from being stuck to the ground, with his ear-pillows in and his paws over his eyes. He remembered looking up just in time to see his beloved wounded, but in the tumult of activity had not really thought it through. He had now a vague idea that the arrow had jerked in an unnatural way, and that it would not have pierced the lovely wing had he not lifted a paw to see what was going on. Could that be true? His purr faltered, and Alex was quick to say, "What?" 

	"Nothing, dear. The misery of seeing you hurt." And he revved up his purring, by thinking good thoughts. 

	Alex wasn't through complaining. "Look at my hands and tell me I'm not committed to the cause!" She held out her palms to Marcus; they were blistered from the heat of the Marcusian globe she'd snatched from Tasmin's hand. Marcus held out his own blistered palms, which were now visible only as a site of salves and bandages, thanks to Lady Stub's ministrations.  

	"Oh, poor girl," Lady Stub cried, and hurried to Alex with salves and bandages.  

	"I don't want bandaged hands," Alex said. "I need my hands." She flapped her left arm somewhat helplessly.  

	Lady Stub pulled a volume from a bookcase. "I believe I saw a spell that can fix those hands." 

	"What!" Alex screeched. She snatched the violet silk-bound volume from Lady Stubbenfield's hands. "This is Maura-Enna's! You are thieves!" 

	"I hardly think we're thieves," Lady Stub said. "We bought these quite properly."  

	"Thieves!" Alex railed. She looked greedily at the bookcase. "Do you have them all? Oh Great Good, do you have them all?" 

	"Who is Maura-Enna?" Marcus asked, wildly interested.  

	"Maureen is a thief?" Stub asked. He'd been catnapping a bit, again, an agreeable habit he'd picked up since becoming a cat.  

	"You would use Vast Acts to cure burned hands?" Alex held the book to her chest, her arms crossed around it. "You know nothing! So you're the one? It was you? You have been casting spells from these books?"  

	"A few," Lady Stub replied.  

	"A few hundred, you mean," said the elder Earl Edgar.  

	"Some. I'm not very good at it. I just dabble."  

	"Your dabbling has nearly destroyed my mother. She is almost exhausted. And every time you play at one of these spells — her spells — it's her power you call upon, since you surely have none of your own. No more spells! Never! Not a word! And don't ever, ever, ever, touch these books again, you, you, you…." Fortunately, Alex didn't say any of the words she was thinking. She took a deep breath. "The books go home with me." Alex set her jaw, and moved her body as if to protect the books.  

	"Ho, there," the elder Earl spoke up. He lowered his newspaper and looked severely at the sullen girl. "We paid for those. Quite a lot too much."  

	"Just put it on my tab, Dad," Stub said. The Earl shrugged and went back to his racing news. Stub had convinced his father some time ago that it would be more fun, for both himself and his father, if he spent a reasonable portion of his inheritance now, before pop popped off. Not only would his father get the enjoyment, should he want it, of watching his son enjoy himself, which seemed to be Stub's goal in life, for the time being at least, but Stub would also be able to pay his own way out of his scrapes. So Dad ran the farm, as he liked to call the sizable Stubbenfield estates, except on Sundays, when he reclined and ate, and Stub would come home after a week or two on the town, recount many, but not all, of his adventures to his father, then hand in the receipts for reimbursement.  

	They'd had quite a fun thing going until this turned-into-a-cat event. The elder Earl had an extremely hard time finding any interest in the life of a cat, as much as the young Earl strove to convey the drama of the adventures he'd undertaken in his new furry skin, the travels he'd traveled, the astonishing things he'd done and seen, the gorgeous, graceful kitties he'd known and loved. This cat thing was not all bad, not by a long shot. The girls were fabulous, and you couldn't beat the feeling of climbing straight up a tree, up thirty feet, to stop and grin back down at the poor earthbound creatures below, whose heads you could pounce on, with sharp raking claws.  

	Alex was counting through the bookshelves one more time. "Nine, ten, eleven counting this one. Thank Mallory. Oh Great Good, thank you thank you." She dropped to her knees for a quick moment of apparently involuntary humble gratitude. She looked good that way, Stub thought, but so different!  

	Marcus rose creakily and walked slowly to the books. Under his aching muscles, he felt a spring returning to his step. "It's a sorceress's library," he said, his voice growing in wonder and intensity as his hands traced the spines of the volumes. Green, red, yellow, orange, blue silk spines. Every color of the rainbow, and more. Black, grey, white. "You must give these back, Lady Stub."  

	"Well, fine," she said. "I do rather like them, though."  

	"Where did you get them?" Alex's eyes spit fury.  

	"I bought them, just a few days ago, from a traveling salesman who heard I like magical things."  

	"He stole them. He stole them from the person who stole them from my mother!"  

	"The books will go with you," Marcus said, calming Alex. "So. Your mother is a sorceress. Maura-Enna." Saying the name sent light coursing through him, although it wasn't the same as the light Maura-Enna herself had been in his spine, and he felt faint and rather manic. The girl eyed him warily, and settled back into her chair, her chin thrust forward aggressively, the purple-bound book held to her chest. "I know her, don't I?" asked Marcus.  

	She chewed her lower lip." How would I know if you know her or not? Seems like you ought to know. She doesn't know you. I told her about you, and she didn't recognize anything."  

	Marcus fought down his disappointment. "Maura-Enna came to me in the veil."  

	Alex nodded. "She protected us against Tasmin. That jerk!" 

	"Is she…?" Marcus said. "Is she…? The veil was destroyed…." And the light in his spine had gone away. 

	"I don't know," Alex said sourly. "She's a tough lady, but I don't know." She gulped back a sob. "I haven't heard from her since then." 

	"She's all right." Marcus felt the sudden certainty. It wasn't light in his spine, but it was something. In some way, she was with him even now, helping him heal. 

	"If you know, then why'd you ask?" Alex snapped. 

	"I feel a strong affinity with her. Maura-Enna was the one who came to me in the marketplace."  

	"She didn't come to you. If anybody, she came to me, to make sure I was okay." 

	"She feels like a light in my spine," Marcus said. The words just tumbled out. "I know we're meant to be together." What was he saying? Shouldn't someone stop him?  

	"Be together?" asked Stub. "Like, meet somewhere for something?"  

	"No, be soulmates, be wedded, have adorable little elf children." He blushed crimson as he felt the words fly from his lips. Good, he told himself, that meant blood was coursing through his veins again. He knew his words were true, but it felt like they came from outside his own mind, and he was in awe of them.  

	"You've never actually met this woman?" Stub asked, unconvinced. 

	"Look who's scrutinizing my relationship," Marcus said. 

	"There is no relationship!" Alex spat. "She doesn't even know you! And if she did, she probably wouldn't like you." Actually, she probably would, but Alex enjoyed seeing Marcus flinch as the words hit home. 

	"You're talking about being my step-father!" she continued. "My step-father! No. Way. Ever." She stomped one foot, then the other, then both at the same time. "You're way too young for her!"  

	"I'm twenty-five!" Marcus protested.  

	"And she's like a thousand and fifty! Forget it, and forget it good."  

	"Maybe she likes younger men."  

	"No, she doesn't."  

	"You don't know!"  

	"My dears," said Lady Stub. "Don't you have some bad fellow pursuing you?"  

	"To the point, as usual, Countess!" Marcus dipped down — bones, muscles, joints were working, if grating — and picked up Stub. He cradled his friend in his arms, stroked his back. "Let's take stock of where we are. The medallion..." He unfastened the top buttons on Stub's waistcoat to display the troublesome jewelry. "...is, I take it, a repository of power."  

	"Whatever! It doesn't matter! It has to go home, right away. And so do the books." 

	"Where is 'home'?"  

	"You don't need to know. I know what needs to happen, and I know the best way, and the best way is for us to split up — you lead them one way, I go the other way. I'll take the medallion home, and nobody has to worry about anything anymore."  

	"Explain exactly who goes where with whom." Marcus's voice was calm, but his insides were roiling.  

	"If it'll shut you up, fine. I go to the medallion's source with the cat — obviously — and the horse — who carries the books. You go whichever other way you want, as a decoy."  

	Marcus couldn't believe his ears. "You must be joking. Give the cat to you?"  

	"Tasmin won't expect you to be apart from the cat!" Alex insisted. 

	"And I won't be! Trust you with the cat? Are you out of your mind?" 

	"'The cat'," Stub said, his chin quivering. "'The cat'?" 

	"Eddie," the girl said. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean it that way." 

	Stub leapt down from Marcus's arms and strolled around the room, his tail flicking. "I want to go with her, just the two of us, and maybe Andy if we have to. I think it's a brilliant idea. A top-notch plan."  

	"Why? Why would that possibly be an even adequate plan? What's she going to do, turn into a bird and carry you in her beak like a big fat sardine?"  

	Stub's ears lay down flush with his head, and his hackles were up. Ooh, Marcus hadn't seen him this mad in a while. But too bad. Stub's life was at stake. Romance had to take a back seat.  

	"Look," Marcus told him. "However many ways we split up, they'll follow us every way. They have plenty of resources. Plus, I can't trust this girl with your life. Who knows what she is? And Andy — Andy's not a magician. He can't protect you like I can. Plus, together, we can help each other out. I know the geography and the ways of these lands, the bird can fly and scout...."  

	"No," said Alex. "I won't be turning back into a bird right now." 

	"Well, that's nice," Marcus said. "That's really helpful." 

	"My mother does the spell."  

	"Seems like Maura-Enna has to do everything." Marcus was sorry for the rude words even as they were leaving his mouth.  

	"Hey, shut up, this is hard. They don't let you even start studying transmogrification till your eighth year. Okay? They deliberately hold you back. Otherwise I'd be good at it by now. And anyway, my mother is a great sorceress, and she is awesome and you should just shut up."  

	That sounded like good advice to Marcus, and so he took it. He kept forgetting this wild child was Maura-Enna's offspring. If all went well, this girl would someday be his stepdaughter. The thought stopped him in his tracks, mouth hanging slack. 

	"So you're stuck as a human, as a girl," Stub said. 

	"For now. Unless my Mom.... Hey, there's nothing wrong with asking for help when you need it."  

	"It's a good idea," Marcus agreed, trying to jumpstart his brain. 

	"Except right now there's no one there. I can't get hold of her..."  

	"Is Maura-Enna in danger?" The thought brought adrenaline surging. 

	"Slightly," Alex drawled the word sarcastically. "Why else would I be doing this whole thing? Maura-Enna could die." The look in her eyes was direct and straightforward, for once. Suddenly, she seemed to make a decision. "Maura-Enna took a bunch of power from Tasmin Trident's father, Lawrence, and put it in the medallion. This was years ago, before I was born."  

	Marcus thought that Alex was suddenly being remarkably communicative for someone who thought that the less he knew, the better off he was, but he was intensely grateful that she was sharing. He needed to know what the situation truly was, in order to have a chance of saving his friend and himself.  

	"Why did she take Lawrence's power?" he asked. 

	"Because he was using it for big evil!" She seemed relieved to be spilling the beans at last. "And he had stolen it from other people. It should never have been his. She just took it back, and put it in a repository, as a reserve for when extra power is needed. Power not being used is neutral, of course. Maura-Enna had to keep the medallion safe, and also Vast Acts which has the recipe for releasing the power. Okay, no problem. But one day...." Alex sighed. "The medallion was stolen — Tasmin stole it — and it was somewhat my fault, so now she's all weak, and I have to fix things." 

	"All weak?" Marcus asked.  

	"Used up. She helps keep certain things on track. Like, cleaning up messes, for instance. For the Earth. And there have been all these birds to deal with, they've been causing trouble." Alex inspected a broken piece of fingernail. "And she helps me, helps protect me. And for the past five days, the medallion and books have been out of her sanctuary, with evil after them, and protecting them has worn her down. She can handle a lot; it's usually fine. But when Tasmin came into our house, he trashed it; he defiled it. He ruined her sanctuary, he spilled all her energy reserves, he destroyed her altar, he even set the yard on fire."  

	"Why?" said Lady Stub. "Why, why, why?"  

	"Because he's bad," said Alex. "He talks a good game, and he has this compelling look, but he's…" — she fumbled for a word — "...bad." She looked at the floor. "I have to fix things, I have to return everything to Maur-E, and I have to do it now."  

	"She's the one keeping it stuck to me?" Stub wondered. "Maury?" His future mother-in-law was doing this to him?  

	Alex was pacing like a caged cougar. "In a way. She doesn't know you, and she didn't know that the medallion was stuck to you until I saw her last night and told her. But she gives the medallion power to do what it thinks best. She doesn't necessarily control or know what it chooses to do specifically. Sometimes she can control it, sometimes she can't or she chooses not to. Usually letting the flow steer it is the way to go, rather than inserting conscious will."  

	Marcus thought the girl might know a thing or two, after all. 

	"How does she keep the medallion safe over such a long distance?" Lady Stub wondered.  

	"She uses her power to position the medallion within a Good, intelligent universe. It takes massive amounts of energy from her to keep it in position when it's under attack, or when it's in the possession of bad people, and she has to row against the flow. It's much better now that it's stuck to Eddie."  

	She placed Maura-Enna's silk-bound book — the violet one — atop her right thigh, and stroked it, the long expressive fingers moving up and down like wings. "Usually, she's in my head, but, I don't know — she's not there. It happens sometimes. It doesn't mean anything…." Her face crumpled for an instant before she raised her jaw and began resolutely recovering her composure.  

	Stub leapt from the floor into Alex's arms, startling her. "Honey, don't cry!" he said. "It's going to be great." He rubbed against her trembling arm, and her hand fluttered down to pet him, to ground itself, growing calm against his silky back.  

	"Prrrrrrr," said Stub.  

	Alex actually smiled at him, a little, somewhat distantly, briefly, through misty eyes. She stroked the book, his fur, and then the velvet pouch that she'd hung from her neck.  

	"Why doesn't this sorceress just come and get this confounded piece of jewelry?" the elder Earl Edgar wondered, almost belligerently. He wanted these people out of his dining room.  

	"Because she can't. She doesn't have enough energy left over to leave home — sanctuary — and be safe herself. The smallest thing could..." Alex suddenly looked very young, despite her six feet of height. A wild look flung the mist from her golden eyes, and she dumped Stub onto the floor.  

	"Eddie! Pack a bag!"  

	"Yes, my darling!" said Stub, picking his chin up from the carpet. He loved to hear her speak his name.  

	"Wait!" said Marcus. "He's not going without me!" 

	"Blah blah blah," Alex said. "Eddie, find me some traveling clothes. With lots of pockets so we can stuff some of this leftover food in them."  

	"Yes, my lovely!" She was letting him pick out her clothes! 

	"That food isn't exactly left over," Lady Stub said. 

	Alex popped a chocolate croissant into her mouth, then a bacon-wrapped date. 

	"Maybe we can get the medallion off," Marcus said.  

	"No," said Alex. "It's not coming off."  

	Marcus knew that it could come off, when Stub bunkered. "What if we could get it off?"  

	"It's intelligent power and it's protecting itself the best it knows how," Alex said, very grouchily, even for her. "It's not even coming to me...." She trailed off, then started again. "Anyway, if a bunch of ninnies start messing with it, who knows what harm you might cause?" She stomped her foot. Marcus was starting to wonder whether she had some horse blood in her somewhere. "Whatever." Her voice had been melodious at times, but now it was back to screechy. "Let's just go!"  

	"That sounds good, but where exactly?"  

	Alex carefully laid aside the silk-bound book she'd been holding. "I'm trusting you. You'd better not make me sorry."  

	"Thank you," Marcus said. "Any trouble I cause will be by accident, not by design."  

	"Oh that makes me feel better." She sprang to the fireplace, and took up a poker. Marcus felt his senses go on battle alert. But she used the metal wand merely to knock some ash onto the hearth, and then to draw in the ash. A map. "I hoped you might go your way and let us go ours," she said, "but perhaps this is your way, too. You seem determined to make it so." Alex heard herself sounding like her mother, and switched gears. "Here is where we need to return the stuff." She had sketched a rough map of the three-country area, and made an 'x' in the smallest end of the triangular country of Tartuffe.  

	"The Triangle District," said Marcus. It was an area of villages scattered throughout deep forest, known for its secrets and sacred sites.  

	"Yes, Stonegrown Cottage sits at its heart." 

	"That's pretty far," Marcus said. "Fifty leagues. We can't have a whole lot of time. Tasmin will be frantic to find us. For all he knows, we could have been blasted into another dimension. There was a Marcusian globe, there was a disbeliever — who knows? Nobody knows! Anything could have happened! He'll need to find out if the medallion is still accessible, and he'll start looking right here. Tippy will tell him, well, provided Tippy can still talk, well, someone is going to tell Tasmin about Stubbenfield Manor. And if he doesn't find us here, he's not going to stop looking. He's going to keep on until he finds the medallion and the books. Which means he'll keep on until he finds us."  

	"He can't use the medallion unless he also gets Vast Acts, Volume 1."  

	"Which is what?"  

	Alex stroked the purple volume she'd been holding "This. Book Eleven of the Sorceress's Compendium. All the books are useful; it's very helpful to have them all. But if you had to choose one, you'd have to have Vast Acts, Volume 1. That's where the keys to really big magic live. Tasmin needs it to release the magic from the medallion."  

	"Is there a Vast Acts, Volume 2, or 3?"  

	"There's a Vast Acts, Volume 2, Book Twelve of the Compendium, but no one knows where it is and it has nothing to do with any of this." She confronted Marcus with her set jaw. "And it's not my fault."  

	Marcus paused to consider. Was the situation hopeless? Forever pursued by an evil sorcerer. The only hope for getting Tasmin off his back was to give him the medallion, which would mean, apparently, clearing the path for evil. Would he have to be running, looking over his shoulder for the rest of his days? This was unacceptable. "I refuse to look over my shoulder for the rest of my days," Marcus said. "This is unacceptable. I demand a good solution."  

	"Right," said Alex. "No problem. Once the medallion has been returned to Maura-Enna, it's all okay. She will protect you, all of us. She'll just get out there and fix everything. That's what she does."  

	Maura-Enna could just fix everything? Marcus let a sigh escape. He was so outclassed by this woman. He would have liked to come to her bearing precious gifts and glowing with talent and wisdom, but no, it seemed the best that could happen would be she might save him and his friends from extinction.  

	"I don't get this jewelry thing," said the elder Earl. "What's all this fuss about a piece of jewelry? We didn't buy that, did we, Sanibel?"  

	"No dear. This medallion is a magical amulet."  

	"Some kind of eggs?" queried the Earl.  

	"It's a repository for power," said Alex. "A holding tank. Using it all in a whoosh would be like going from one level of existence to another. You know how people getting born feel their souls and power get small to fit into a human body? No? Well, this is like that, but in reverse. You don't know what I'm talking about. Never mind. The point is, let's go. I'm taking Eddie and the books. If you're coming, come on."  

	She'd been talking to Marcus, but Lady Stub jumped up. She turned to her husband, who was regarding her suspiciously from where he sat sideways on the couch, newspaper descending. "Edgar, you won't miss me, will you?"  

	The young Edgar was the only one to reply, and it was more of a comment than a reply. "Oh, Mum, no, please, no."  

	"It's so unlike you, Edgar, to keep me from my adventures." 

	"But this is dangerous, Mum!" 

	"All the more reason I should be there to protect my son. I can't let you go off with, with, with…" She gestured at Alex. 

	Alex raised herself to her full height; her posture was impeccable. "I will not slow down for stragglers or weaklings."  

	"I hardly think we're stragglers or weaklings," Lady Stub said.  

	Marcus supposed he really should stand up to the girl, not let her assume leadership so brashly. But her plan seemed to be the plan; it had some direction and sense, whereas Marcus couldn't come up with anything to do except hide and tremble, or perhaps launch a quest to find a way to take a trip to another dimension, a quest he had to, honestly considered, admit was probably a pipedream. Besides, he tired easily just now, and she had enough spunk for three or four ordinary people. Let her lead right now. 

	"We'll need to put some provisions together," Marcus said.  

	"Take whatever you like, my boy," the Edgar Earl invited. Of course, he'd put it all on Stub's tab. 

	"I'm starving," Alex said.  

	"Here comes some more food now," Lady Stub said as a member of her staff brought in a mound of stuffed grape leaves and something cheesy looking (in a good way). Sunday meals took up most of the day at Stub Manor. Such a feast was prepared each Sunday that it fed not only the Stubbenfields and their staff, but also the staff's families and friends, with leftovers lasting everyone well into the week. 

	Marcus was thinking out loud. "The Earl keeps a barge at his Two-Dots dock. We could ride to the first portage, above Avery Falls. That would put us in fairly wild country; I know some routes from there; we might be able to reach Villamont without being seen. But getting past Villamont could be a problem. We might have to go around to the south, a hundred miles out of our way...."  

	"Let's not worry about it," said Alex, chewing lustily. "Let's just eat and go." 

	"But what kind of magic do we have for our use? Help me out here with a little information." Marcus grabbed a pita and went for the hummus. 

	"Sometimes we have Maura-Enna," said Alex, crunching into a carrot stick, "but we can't count on it, and we don't know how powerful it'll be. I'm an apprentice. I'm very good, much better than you, but still there's stuff I don't know yet. Not my fault…. So. Okay, we also have you, and you know what that's worth. So, we can't count on you. So, we have no magic we can depend on."  

	"All right," Marcus said. "Much as usual then. Let's pack." 

	"What I said!" Alex said. 

	"Earl Edgar," Marcus said, "we will need to borrow one of your horses, please. Andy can't carry all our supplies plus a dozen books."  

	"Eleven," said Alex. 

	"You want to take my horse to carry away my books."  

	"Put it on my tab, Dad."  

	"Let's take Marigold," Lady Stub said. "Andover would like that." 

	"Did I hear me name?" Andy poked his head through the dining room door, which Lady Stub had kindly left unlatched. "Sorry to interrupt," he began, then stopped as he took in Alex's presence, a six-foot orange-auraed looker in a scarlet robe, stuffing her face with hearts of artichoke. 

	"She's the bird!" Stub cried in delight. "It's a girl!" 

	"Pleased to meet ye," Andy said, but with a little question mark at the end. "I'm Andover." 

	"I've got a job for you," Alex said. "And we need to leave in ten minutes." 

	"Yes," Andover said. "We do. That's what I came to tell you all. A little bird friend just told me — Noah's troops are approaching from Villamont. They're half an hour away."

	
CHAPTER SEVEN

	Down the Two-Dots
with Foo-Wah

	Two hours later, after an extensive but easy trip through the Earl's vast pastures, the Two-Dots River was in view.  

	"Hot tubes," Marcus repeated like a mantra. Even on a warm day like this one, the Two-Dots' rejuvenating geothermally heated "tubs" — tubes really — were a treat to look forward to. The idea was to go in the cold river, then the hot tube, then the cold river, then the hot tube.... "Hot tubes," Marcus said. He could really use some relaxation. 

	The way from Stub Manor to the Two-Dots had been grazed by llamas, sheep, goats, and guinea pigs for generations, and the only challenge in getting through the cropped grasslands was watching exactly where you set your foot. The animals were quite friendly, almost without exception, as the Earl took good care of his charges, and was a lifelong vegetarian, aside from eating fish, which he no longer did now that they tended to talk. Andover knew everybody, and there was a lot of catching up on the news as the occasional talking goat or llama trotted alongside (they'd heard about the bird removal at Pandor's Pasture already and were most impressed).  

	In fact, by the time the fugitives reached the boathouse, their little group had swelled, temporarily, to twelve or thirteen motley members. 

	"Foo-wah!" one of the big llamas yelled.  

	"Foo-wah!" the elder Earl called into a tube sticking down through the dock into the water. "Foo-wah!"  

	A speckled trout, six feet long, swam up to the boat dock. To Marcus's amazement, the fish walked right up the ramp, on its tail and back fins. Halfway up the ramp, he stopped at a low post from which hung a maze of tubing. Using his two, quite tiny ventral fins, the fish nimbly lifted the tangle of tunnels, and nimbly threaded it — unbelievable! — through its gills, plopping an open end into the water off the pier. Bubbles started to show through the tubes, and the fish coughed a bit.  

	"We urgently need to go on a barge trip, Foo-wah," the elder Earl said.  

	"You own the boat," the fish said, in a voice like a frog's. He was strapping a big sloshing tank on his silver belly. His gold and pink scales shimmered in the afternoon sun.  

	Marcus worried for an instant that the fish's scales were going to dry out. Then, deciding to mind his own business, he worried about nothing at all. He stripped off his dusty clothes and plunged into one of the justly world-famous Two-Dots hot tubes.  

	***  

	The sun was halfway to the horizon. Lady Stub sat like a figurehead upon the prow of the Sandy Dew, apparently enjoying every splatter of spray, every breath of wind. Captain Foo-wah stood nearby in the three-walled wheelhouse, guiding the barge around the twists and through the shoals of the sky-blue Two-Dots River. One end of his breathing apparatus dipped into an open hatch, disappearing into clear blue water below.  

	The Two-Dots was bordered by rock cliffs on the east, on the Rangamon side — sheer granite faces three hundred feet tall, straight up, colored a dozen purples, and smooth like marble, where not a handhold could be seen. There was no shade to be had cruising down the Rangamon side of the river; there was virtually no land to harbor trees, just the sudden thrust of rock from out of the water. And offshore, submerged, Foo-wah said, there were some nasty peaks to be wary of.  

	The westward side of the Two-Dots, although delightful, presented its own problems. Trees of every description lushly lined the banks, relieved now and then by an exquisite beach of shining, finely ground, pink and orange stones. All along the west bank the bathing was outstanding, cool clear shallows, turquoise depths reflecting the sky, the warm colored sand, the urge to soak in the gorgeous hot pools formed from geothermal springs.  

	But these shoals could not be navigated. The rock creating the river bed all along the bank was riddled with lava tubes; it was shaped like a huge pipe organ, the pipes shallow or deep, being submerged, or rising above. Sprinkled above the surface were collections of walls, formed by strands of high-risen tubes, and impenetrable to all but the nimble and crafty. These tubes flowed with hot water and made very fun places to hang out with your friends — and they also made some strange and amusing sounds — but, the point was, the west bank could not be reached by boat. A few fools tried it from time to time, but the result was always similar, involving splinters and blood.  

	So the barge had stayed near the center of the Two-Dots, where there were no trees to give shade. The barge had only a thin awning overhead. It had been a sun-filled voyage, and some good starts were made on summer tans.  

	"What an unbearably beautiful stretch of river," Lady Stub said, with tears in her eyes.  

	The fish's big eyes glistened, then he set his rubbery lips stoically. "Ten years ago this water ran brown with poisons."  

	"I remember, of course. That's why it's so unbearable, I think. Knowing it will be destroyed again."  

	Foo-wah nodded. "Any day Tasmin wants to...." He uncorked a valve in the tube apparatus, and aimed the stream at himself. "The sorceress Maura-Enna fixed all this."  

	"The tubing?" The Countess waved a mosquito away, then another.  

	"No, the beauty. She repaired the damage, after the last destruction."  

	"She could have gone a little lighter on the mosquitos."  

	"Sure, but didn't she do a great job?" He looked around at the magnificent foliage, flowers, the sparkling water. He breathed in big gillsful of water. "I owe her my life."  

	Foo-wah and the Countess both tensed as they rounded a bend and entered a scary stretch of the Two-Dots, or rather a stretch to make one uneasy. They traversed these places from time to time, where the Rangamonian cliffs stood back from the water a few yards, allowing a bit of beach. But the beaches looked dirty and coarse, and the vibe was unpleasant. Big groups of birds covered the sand, and flew, and fought, and squawked. Some even occupied the west side of the river in these two-bank spots. Sometimes the cawing was so raucous it made the heart flutter in fear, but mostly it was just annoying. Birds streaked overhead, back and forth, round and round. They grazed the travelers at times, provoking. Stub insisted their beady eyes were trained on him, and perhaps they were. Taking no chances, he'd curled up in the cabin. 

	All at once the eastern beaches were gone, and the purple cliff again became the only thing at that water's edge, and Lady Stub could continue the illusion they were in a serene world.  

	Alex breezed onto the deck. She was clothed in articles Eddie had picked for her out of Lady Stub's closet (with her ladyship's permission), and she looked rather lovely, although the pieces certainly were not put together the way Lady Stub would have done. 

	"Hello, Alex," said Lady Stub.  

	"Hey, Lady S, nice tan. Hey, Foo-fah." She plopped down beside the open hatch. Even sitting, she was a big presence. She dipped down to watch the clear clean water passing fast through the rectangular hole.  

	"Sit back," Foo-wah said, flipping a scratchy fin against her, and Alex scooted back a bit, annoyed. "My name is Foo-wah."  

	"Yes I know that. That's why I called you that."  

	"No. You said 'Foo-fah'. My name is 'Foo-wah'."  

	"Okay! Foo-wah! What a weird name. Where do fish get names anyway? Don't your moms just have a million eggs and leave you all to fend for yourselves? There's no one to name you."  

	"I earned my name."  

	"You earned the name 'Foo-wah'."  

	"It's an acronym, initials."  

	"What initials?"  

	"The letters f-o-o-w."  

	"Foo-wah. Let me guess, it stands for 'fish or other weirdo'."  

	"What? No!" He clinched the wheel with a little flipper that looked as strong and muscular as a whale's.  

	"Funny order of wackos...?'" 

	"'Fish-Out-of-Water!'," he bellowed. "It's like an Indian name." 

	"Like 'Prancing with Hooves'," Lady Stub said. "My dear fish, I can't help wondering though: Why are you out of water? Surely you'd be more comfortable...."  

	"I like it."  

	"You like breathing through that creepy contraption," Alex said, leaping up to poke at the tubes. "I would just refuse if I had to wear something like that."  

	"It's my choice," said the big fish, flipping his fin at her. "If I want to live in this world, this is what I have to do. I never wanted to stay down there, in what was supposed to be my world."  

	"I think it would be glorious to swim around underwater forever," said Alex. "I can't wait to learn to do the fish spell."  

	"Yes, it's all very nice. But it's the same old thing. Extremely limited. No books, for instance. And I've got nimble flippers; they're responsible for my restless nature, I guess. I can Do Things — things that other fish can't. So I Do Things."  

	"But wouldn't it be so much easier for you to be a fish in water?" Lady Stub asked. "So much more comfortable?"  

	Foo-wah squirted himself, then took in a long shuddering breath of water and air. "In some ways, sure. It's more natural. I do sleep in the water. I need to go in the water every day for hours. But I'm comfortable enough. And this" — he gestured at the lovely tree-lined vistas beyond the blue, clear-running Two-Dots — "is too good to pass up."  

	Indeed the trip proceeded very much more like a holiday than an escape of fugitives. There was barely a mention of the medallion; the elder Earl had tried bringing up the subject ("I don't understand why this Tasmin doesn't just materialize right here and slice the cat's head off! That's what I would do."), but had been booed into a grumpy silence. 

	Marcus swung in a hammock slung along the edge of the barge, mid-ship, taking it all in. He was spending every spare moment reading from the sorceress's library, mostly from Vast Acts. He couldn't believe this stuff. He couldn't get enough.  

	He wondered, not for the first time, why Tasmin hadn't transported himself here, or, earlier, to Stub Manor? Why didn't he just materialize and slice the cat's head off, as the Earl suggested? Was he knocked out of the race; did they only have Noah's troops to deal with? That would be nice. But there were plenty of reasons why Tasmin might not teletransport himself here: he might not know where they were, he might not be able to teletransport, he might have something else in mind, maybe he just hadn't gotten around to it yet — not knowing made Marcus uneasy.  

	What if Tasmin popped in with another Marcusian globe? Now why had that thought entered his head? Surely another globe, so soon, would be impossible. Tasmin had been worn out last night. Just holding a Marcusian globe was a handful! Marcus relaxed a little, reassured by the blisters on his palms, which were unbandaged now and open to the healing breeze. Tasmin had probably been as wiped out as he himself had been, probably more so. After all, Marcus had inherited a bunch of Tasmin's energy when he was handed the globe. Tasmin would be tired. But he was not going to be in a good mood, and he was probably going to be interested in some sort of satisfying revenge sooner rather than later.  

	And how were things back at Stub Manor? Marcus wondered. Had Noah's barbarians overrun its big wrought iron gate by now, and trampled Lady Stub's gardens? Had Tasmin aimed a lightning bolt square at one of its towers, blown it to bits with inhabitants within? Or all six of its towers blown off, why not? Marcus thanked again the intuition that had made him insist that the elder Earl Edgar accompany them on their journey. (The Earl had wanted to just stay home and see how it all went.)  

	The staff had gone home to their families in the village, and the horses, llamas, cats, dogs, and other domestic animals had been left running the estate for the moment, should they so desire. A couple of goats and a pack of border collies had seized the opportunity and had been, as the fugitives departed, preparing and strategizing as if they'd been born for it. 

	At least all seemed well with the medallion, which rested, apparently content, under Stub's waistcoat. Stub and Andy and Marcus had done some experiments, in private, to check, and it was true: the medallion could be removed. All Stub had to do was bunker. Stub had taken the chain and the medallion completely off, again and again, while bunkered. He could do it.  

	Should they tell Alex? Would it make any difference? If they removed the medallion, would that spare Stub's neck? In theory, they could just take it off, and send it to Stonegrown Cottage by overnight courier service. But the medal was protecting itself by adhering to the disbeliever. It didn't hie itself to an express shipping center. It must know what was best for it.  

	On the other hand, who knew if the medallion was considering the impact upon Stub, at all. Maybe they should go hang around a courier office and see what happened. Maybe the medallion would insert itself into an overnight envelope given half a chance.  

	And then what? They would have delivered a repository of vast power into the hands of evil. 

	At any rate, the medallion and Stub were both safe-ish for the moment, no small accomplishment. As were the books. The eleven tomes had been split between the saddlebags of Andover and Marigold, and wrapped well in raincoats donated from Lady Stub's large collection (Nolajz being well-known for its long and copious rainy season). 

	The books were incredible, treasure beyond price. Such things existed that Marcus had never suspected — never had the merest glimmer of. At first he had been reluctant to even touch the sorceress's sacred volumes, let alone breach them, and Alex had encouraged him in that thinking.  

	"Maura-Enna will be furious if you mess with her books," she'd hissed.  

	"I wouldn't be messing with them. We need help, and here are books of wisdom. There might be something in here that could save our, well, all parts of us."  

	"At Maura-Enna's expense."  

	Marcus had reverently unpacked a volume from beneath its rain-resistant wrap. "I have power to contribute. And she's stronger than you think."  

	"How would you possibly know? I tell you, she can't take it!" 

	His hands had trembled as they'd caressed the book. Who would ever have thought he, mediocre magician, would hold such a treasure? You just never knew when you got up in the morning. It was always worthwhile keeping alive to see what the new day would bring. Life was interesting as all get-out, and he didn't want to miss it. And those elf-kids. He had to have them. And that wife. A wave of love had rushed from the book into his hands. His fingertips had glowed, and he'd smiled in great delight. "She's in these books — Maura-Enna. She's here."  

	***  

	The barge stopped briefly at two tiny ports to unload a few medical and food supplies the locals would be glad to have. Each time, Marcus jumped immediately into the hot soaking pools dotting the bank, and each time it had been hard to get him out again. Indeed, the second time in, Lady Stub had joined him, scantily clothed yet ladylike, and Alex too had slipped out of excessive garments and slipped with a happy sigh into a sublimely hot-water-filled hole in the heavenly clear clean river. Rejuvenation. A soak in a hot tube, a dip in the cold river, a soak in a hot tube.... Andover and Marigold made an idyllic picture as they snuggled and rubbed muzzles in the shoreside shallows, content in the breeze-shifted shade of a weeping willow's overhanging branches. 

	Foo-wah turned down any invitation to enjoy the water. "I'll sleep in it tonight," he grinned. 

	Stub had come out from the cabin to laze on a sun-dappled railing, admiring Alex.  

	"Eddie!" Alex called up to him. She was holding a shapely leg up, looking at it with a frown. "I broke half my toenails when I stole that globe. I need you to bunker so I can do the repair spell." Although she was still a little unclear on the details, "bunkering" seemed to be the only way to do magic around here. 

	Marcus couldn't believe it, especially after all the fury Alex had turned on Lady Stub for her casual spellcasting: The girl used magic for pedicures?  

	Stub looked a wee bit taken aback, then removed his blindfold and ear-pillows — or "earl-pillows" as he liked calling them — obligingly, indeed theatrically, from his pouch. He situated himself securely on a toasty spot of rail, then applied his appurtenances. "Bunkum, my dear! Be sure someone pokes me when you're done." His voice carried across the water like the splendid young man he semi-was. 

	"Out! Out! Get out!" a man ran screaming down the bank towards the hot-tubers. His eyes were wide with fear. Marcus looked upriver.  

	He said a word his Mother had always taught him not to, perfectly describing the massive, thick, rapidly moving, solid wall of sludge barreling towards him. He had no magic against this. 

	"Maura-E, help!" Alex screamed.  

	"Edgar!" Lady Stub cried from her hot tube to her husband, who was reclining in a chaise on the deck, reading his newspaper.  

	"Eh?" he said, looking up briefly before going back to his paper. 

	Andover and Marigold galloped along the bank to the ramp and onto the barge, where Fish-Out-of-Water clearly needed their help hoisting the anchor. Andover poked Stub with his muzzle as they passed, and the cat came unbunkered, expecting the smiling face of his beloved or perhaps her lovely feet, to greet him, but instead finding himself staring down a thirty-foot wall of the grossest stuff he'd ever seen.  

	The hot-tubers had splashed their desperate way to the boat. Marcus stood now on the lowest rung of the barge ladder, with his waist at water level, and everything below conveniently blurred. He gave Lady Stub a sizable push up the ladder, via her bottom, not that she needed it, and not that she minded. Alex sprang up the ladder like a goddess at the cat Olympics, making it clear she needed no boost from anyone. Finally, Marcus hurried up. Lady Stub politely handed him a towel, first (or second) chance she got.  

	"Look lively!" Foo-wah yelled. "Anchor's up!" He and the horses had finished rolling up the big chain, and he was finning his way back to the wheelhouse. They would surely have been smashed to splinters if they'd held their anchorage when the big waves of sludge reached them, which was not going to be much longer. Now at least they had a chance. Half a chance. Foo-wah looked devastated, and Marcus felt his heart go out to him. Oh poor fish, your water supply's about to run out. And so is mine, he thought. 

	And then the sludge arrived like a world-class nightmare, and in a whoosh the boat was off, rolling up and down, tilting forward and back, bobbing and swaying like some horrific amusement park ride. It might have been fun if you'd known everyone would be fine, and if it hadn't smelled so bad, and looked so foul. If it, in fact, hadn't been a roiling vat of filth, stench, and poison.  

	The backswing of the whoosh sent a thousand gallons of sludge onto the deck of the Sandy Dew. All who could, ran for the cabin. Marcus ran to the wheelhouse, where Foo-wah struggled. But it took only two swells of sludge to make it crystal clear: they could not steer on this stuff. Their rudder wouldn't move. It was like being stuck in a heaving ocean of cooked oatmeal and molasses. Except it was extremely stinky.  

	Foo-wah's tubing was fed into his reserve tank now, the one slung to his belly. He had slammed his hatch closed, maybe for the last time, against the rush of thick brown slime.  

	"Curse Rangamon!" Marcus's fury nearly overwhelmed him, but it couldn't stand up to the smell. He grabbed a rag and tied it across his nose and mouth.  

	"It's Tasmin," Foo-wah yelled back. "Tasmin. Not Rangamon." 

	No sludge could rise above Rangamon's three-hundred-foot cliffs, nor penetrate their granite. But on the Nolajz side of the river, it was a different story. The sludge drove the river into a massive flood, the brown gunk doubling the depth of the Two-Dots, flowing into the hot tubes and across the fair riverside fields. Families ran screaming, fleeing the horror of their homes.  

	Marcus slid around the wheelhouse as the gunk defiled the shoreline; he heard the trees gurgling in pain and terror as they soaked tar and oil into their veins instead of water, he saw fish huddled in puddles in fear, gasping as the sludge swelled into their sanctuary, replacing the air in their gills with poison. His heart was breaking, and he knew his colleagues' were too, but no worries — none of them would be alive long enough to suffer much, from the looks of things.  

	All the river as far as he could see was a disaster area. And now the slope increased dramatically, as the Two-Dots headed down towards the still-distant (thank Goodness) series of falls. Sludge flowing fast downhill was powerful sludge, and it rushed the barge along here or there as its currents commanded, carelessly, and along with it came logs and houses and boulders.  

	"This isn't right!" Foo-wah said.  

	"No kidding!" said Marcus.  

	"There aren't supposed to be any falls here, but it looks like falls!"  

	It sure looked like falls to Marcus.  

	Meanwhile, in the cabin, Stub was scanning the horizon with his keen cat eyes. The river effectively ended a hundred feet downstream in a straggle of solid plant matter. Very solid, it looked like. The river, brown roiling stinky mess that it now was, had adapted to a massive sludge-driven log and boulder jam ahead by flooding behind it (creating a wide bubbling brown lake) and pouring the excess over the top, creating, no doubt, a falls on the other side, towards which they were rushing.  

	Alex took Stub protectively in her arms, and held him to her chest, which was not a bad place to be, all things considered.  

	The boat rode the sea of foaming sludge across the new lake, up, down, side to side, and up, and down, and really far up, and really far down, and really, really far up, and finally over the edge of the dam, and really, really far down, as every creature on the barge screamed, stopping only long enough to take in more (stinky) breath for screaming, in long, long moments of primal terror. The jolt as they hit made them all think first of eternity and then of chiropractors. 

	The passengers stopped screaming. They were surprised and a bit embarrassed to find themselves alive.  

	"Ow!" said Lady Stub, bending to touch her toes. "I wonder how the boat is."  

	"Surely this is tax-deductible," her husband said.  

	"Mmmm," said Stub, nuzzling Alex.  

	"Oh no," said Marcus, up in the wheelhouse, as three gigantic logs rode a river of sludge across the deck and over the wheelhouse roof above his and Foo-wah's heads, lightly crushing it. The logs wedged themselves between two giant boulders just ahead, blocking the spot where the waves would surely drive the boat — unless it got plastered against a cliff or two, or three, first. Sludgy waves rocked the barge, the waves hit the blockade, then rolled back upon themselves, and headed straight for the Sandy Dew.  

	Sludge had now splatted the windows brown, so Marcus couldn't see what he could certainly feel. The barge collided full-on with a boulder, momentum exploding with a sound of splinters and thunder, then flew through the air, like a brat's toy, into the jammed logs, so massive and rigid they might as well have been the side of a mountain. The Sandy Dew came to a shuddering stop, wedged atop the jam, with an earsplitting, heart-stopping scream of torn wood and bent metal so loud only Foo-wah's sobbing could be heard above it; and then, when things couldn't get any worse, they did, as the boat was knocked free only to be sucked into a whirlpool, which, a few long seconds later, spit the barge out like a bad appetizer, and the wreck that was once the Sandy Dew crashed resolutely into what, this time, really was the side of a mountain.

	
CHAPTER EIGHT

	Phlange, Pfluder, Phlissilly, Phlownd 

	“Out!" screamed Fish-Out-of-Water. "Out of the boat!"  

	It was hard to tell, because of all the sludge everywhere, but the boat seemed to be perched on one of those little bits of beach on the Rangamon side, in this case, a very little bit of one, the whole thing about half the size of one of Noah Vendura's smaller bathrooms. Most of the space was taken up by what was left of the barge, which lay, a pile of loosely connected splintered boards, a third in the sludgy river, two-thirds on the sludgy bit of land, creaking back and forth, as if unable to decide whether to return to the river — whether it was still a boat — or not.  

	Marcus jumped from the crumpled wheelhouse onto the sludge-slimed sand. He climbed onto a jagged rock, trying to keep his bare feet out of the sludge, which burned like acid. "Get out, everyone!" he called. He looked around wildly, scanning the detritus, until he felt fairly sure everyone was okay, able to crawl out of the wreckage on what was left of their own steam. He realized, at exactly the same moment as he slipped off his rock and nearly fell on a great big gob of goop, that he had completely misplaced his towel. He flew madly about the wrecked barge, the strewn beach, searching for some article of clothing, anything to place about his midsection. He was probably about to die, and he was spending his last moments looking for a loincloth, unsuccessfully.  

	Fish-Out-of-Water was gasping, trying to shout. "Get out! She'll wash in, and sink like a log!"  

	"The boat's going to sink!" Marcus yelled. 

	Stub sent him a highly skeptical look, considering the so-called boat was laid flat on a beach, but no one wanted to risk sinking in that sludge. All passengers were out within half a minute, squeezing through windows and holes in the roof, climbing over slippery brown splintered boards. To everyone's surprise, the elder Earl Edgar clambered down a snapped-off timber, as agile as a monkey, and swung ashore on a convenient rope.  

	Lady Stub clapped her hands. She rushed to her husband's side and wrapped him in her arms. "Why Edgar! That was lovely!" She gave him a nice big kiss.  

	"I'm feeling frisky as a chimp, Sanibel. I believe a bit of adventure agrees with me." He kissed her back. 

	"Is everyone all right?" Marcus asked. Besides looking like sewer rats and smelling like sewage, he thought. "Can we just gather here out of harm's way?" Ha! That was a good one. He gestured to a slightly clean piece of beach perhaps ten feet away, the farthest they could get from the river of sludge, from the heaving splinters that the Sandy Dew had become.  

	Of course, that placed them right up against an unclimbable three-hundred-foot cliff. One big wave, and it would be sludgeville for everyone.  

	"Everyone seems to be okay," Andover said.  

	"Not really," Stub began, "my fur is matted...."  

	"Is the medallion still attached?" Marcus barked.  

	Stub looked grouchily down his waistcoat. "Yes."  

	"Are the books okay?" Alex asked.  

	Andover and Marigold whinnied agreement. They were up to their fetlocks in tarry goo, but their saddlebags were fine.  

	Marcus, on the other hand, was starting to feel well and truly sick. The sludge burned skin when it touched it. The fumes were alarming, the fear — of being swallowed at any moment by this horrid swirling brown abomination — all but debilitating. The sense of loss, for this paradise destroyed, overwhelming. Tears poured down his cheeks. He was afraid the ladies might faint, or he might. He was certainly setting a poor example.  

	The sludge made no sense. Had Tasmin done it? Had he found out where they were? But he wouldn't risk losing the medallion and the books. Maybe this was "just" one of his periodic aggressive nasty insurgencies against his neighbors. Or maybe an accident?  

	But if so, it was a big coincidence. And if Tasmin did know their whereabouts, how did he know, and would he be here any second? Probably not. Surely no sorcerer would choose to reconnoiter in a stinking sludge-filled wasteland. Then again, maybe that was the kind of thing Tasmin liked.  

	Marcus himself did not want to meet in sludge, and he did not want to die in sludge. He wanted to angrily refuse to die this way, but he couldn't think of anything to do to keep from dying this way. All his anger stayed inside him and made him miserable, and ineffectual. He berated himself. This was all because his magic had failed them. He'd had a gift once, and he'd defiled it by working for people like Noah, and now it was nothing.... Now his puny magic had been utterly exhausted by using the Marcusian globe. Right now he couldn't raise a burrito to save his life, let alone rescue his friends and himself from the hideous fate that clearly awaited them. 

	Everyone screamed and then groaned together as an extra-big wave rolled in to leave a layer of filth on them up to the knees, thighs, waists, fetlocks, or gills as the case might be. There was a frantic search for rocks to stand on. Stub had draped himself around Alex's shoulders, so he was relatively clean, although he was not looking forward to giving himself a cat bath at any point.  

	The same extra-big wave that soaked the castaways took the Sandy Dew with it on its way out, heaving the poor barge up with a nerve-splitting groan, spitting it out into the roiling brown river. It crashed hard into the logjam, and flew quite spectacularly apart; indeed Marcus was nipped in the head with a flying board, which didn't hurt as much as the fact that no one seemed to care. 

	"Sorry about your boat, Foo-wah," he said, rubbing the pulsing knot on his head. 

	Foo-wah shrugged, with tears in his eyes. 

	"Look!" said Marcus. He pointed to the huge brown river of sludge on the Two-Dots, rolling past thirty feet away, then to their own relatively small nearby river of sludge, which flowed into the big one. "We've been knocked crosswise into a tributary. We're a few feet up a canyon river. This sludge here," he pointed to their own small river, "is backwash."  

	"Right! I can see clean water further up the creek," Alex said. She held Stub up above her head for an even better view.  

	"It's splendid!" he reported.  

	"We can't get to it, of course," Marcus said bitterly.  

	"This could be the famous Spitfire Canyon River," the elder Earl said.  

	"That's in Rangamon, Dad!" Stub protested.  

	"Oh honey, you're in Rangamon," Foo-wah said with a raspy laugh.  

	"Don't call him honey," said Alex.  

	Stub looked carefully at the sheer, smooth canyon wall. "Even I can't climb this schist," he hissed.  

	"It looks more like granite to me," Marcus said. He shifted his weight uneasily from bare burning foot to bare burning foot. Yes, Spitfire Canyon was probably where they were. He couldn't believe it, for the past half an hour, they were dead every way they turned. They could do nothing right. 

	"Spitfire Canyon has fifty-foot tides," said Andover. He spent his winters reading in the Stubbenfield stables, and was a source of a strange variety of information of varying reliabilities. "Twice a day." He lifted a front leg to point towards the dark purple high-water lines on the lilac granite cliffs, a good thirty feet up.  

	"That's fine then," said Lady Stub. "The tide will gradually rise, but meanwhile we'll have time to think."  

	"The tides come in all at once," Andover said slowly. "About a quarter-hour before sunset, and a quarter-hour after sunrise."  

	Marcus and Andover looked at each other in horror. Twilight had replaced sunlight, the sun sinking, oblivious to their engrossing adventures on the sea of sludge.  

	"What's that noise?" asked Stub.  

	"What does it sound like?" Marcus asked. Stub's hearing was excellent.  

	"I'd say... oh, a giant wave."  

	And indeed in mere milliseconds Stub was proven to have heard right: there was now visible a long ways down the canyon a very, very, very large wave racing toward them, perhaps a mile and a half away, a wall of water pushing hard against every crevice, roaring and gushing and foaming and coming at them at about a million miles per hour. They were all obviously going to be no more in two minutes or less.  

	"At least we'll be washed away with good clean water," Lady Stub said.  

	"Bye, Mum," said her son, waving a little paw from his spot on Alex's lovely shoulder. "I love you."  

	Lady Stub began to sniffle. Her husband put his arm around her shoulders.  

	"Maybe you could do something?" Marcus suggested to Alex. He had clearly told her earlier in the day that his magic was not working; he was depleted from using the globe. She knew any magic would be up to her.  

	She was already spreading her arms wide, as Stub held on for dear life. She curled her arms in like giant wings, bowed her head. Her voice wavered high, tense.  

	"Waves of waves, stop you must...."  

	"Wait!" Marcus yelled.  

	Alex glared at him and plowed on:  

	"Remove us safe without any harm 
Remove us all from danger's thrust, 
Like a charm, hear my alarm?"  

	She was casting a spell, poorly, in front of a disbeliever, in fact with a disbeliever curled around her very shoulders. Who knew what might happen? Not that they personally were going to be around to deal with the results of any miscast spell.  

	Alex lowered her arms, to the sound of a canyon full of water rushing toward them. Her spell had failed. She said a rude word and stomped her feet.  

	Time really does slow down when eternity looms. In no time, Marcus looked around and took in everything. It all seemed okay at a glance, aside from the impending doom rushing towards them down the canyon. Nothing untoward had happened, apparently, from Stub's presence during the spellcasting. Oh wait, there was a monkey, about three feet tall, standing next to Lady Stub, its long arms trailing on the ground.  

	"Edgar!" Lady Stubbenfield had recognized her husband immediately. "My dear, it suits you!" The elder Earl ripped off all his clothing — jacket, waistcoat, trousers, undergarments, shoes and socks. Lady Stub blushed for the first time in anyone's memory. Her husband climbed gleefully to the top of the only available tree, which at six foot high was the tallest thing on this little spit of sand. He reached down his hairy arm. "Come on up, Sanibel."  

	"The old guy took my magic!" Alex screeched. She was wide-eyed in fear and fury.  

	Marcus yelled at Alex, "He didn't take the magic! You turned him into a monkey!" 

	"He's a bonobo," I believe," Lady Stub said. "No tail. Thus an ape, not a monkey." 

	"You didn't bunker Stub," Marcus said. 

	"I don't understand all this bunker stuff!" Alex screamed.  

	"You haven't been paying attention!" Marcus glared at her, then at his poor friend Stub and all the rest, then he felt ashamed and looked at his miserable, sludgy feet. He didn't want to meet his creator while having a petty argument.  

	The wall full of water was almost upon them now, thirty yards away.  

	Lady Stub was gratified to see that she had been right at this last moment; the water that was going to carry them away was clean. Maybe it would ride over the sludge like a sled over snow; maybe they'd wash up on some distant shore, dead but clean.  

	"Stub! Bunker, now!" Marcus yelled.  

	"No!" Stub cried. "We're going to die, and I want to be there." He put his paw on Alex's cheek, and she turned to look into his eyes. He said, "I wish to leave this mortal coil with my eyes wide open, and gazing at the girl I love. I'd rather die in sludge with you, dear Alex, than dwell forever in a clean home without you."  

	Alex's face softened, completely, and her eyes melted into his. She started to cry buckets.  

	The tears were silent, though, as were the screams, sobbings, and uttered prayers of some of the others, drowned out by the wall of water.  

	Marcus stood with his mouth open. Then he remembered he was being accosted by sludge, and closed it. He couldn't believe Stub wouldn't bunker. "Thanks for making the decision for all of us, chopped liver." He couldn't believe he'd just called his best friend chopped liver, with only two seconds to live.  

	He couldn't possibly die now, in this state of disgrace. He had to do something. Why not? Might as well. Cast a spell, any spell. He pointed his finger at the wave, now two feet away and took a deep, relatively sludge-free breath, to speak — and froze in astonishment. 

	The wave had stopped in mid-roll, hovering about four inches above his sticky brown toes. His eyes nearly popped from his head. 

	The rest of the crew erupted in cheers, except for the elder Earl Edgar, who made a number of noises falling roughly between whoops and grunts. He hung halfway down the tree; he and Lady Stub held hands. 

	"Why did my spell work?" Marcus asked. But of course no one was listening. 

	"Marcus?" Andover's voice was tentative. He and Marigold stood together, their entire flanks touching. 

	"I can't do a spell like that!" Marcus exclaimed. "And with an unbunkered disbeliever! How...?"  

	Alex thought the wave was lovely and fascinating, frozen in mid-roll like that, but of course it would be lethal when it unfroze. She was not feeling optimistic. Using her knowledge of dynamic systems, she believed she could pinpoint the spot in the wave at which she'd be pulled under, never to resurface. What an embarrassing way to go, and so powerless, seemingly. Perhaps she'd be dead before she reached the sludge. She prayed for a good death, if death it must be. Then she perked up. At least she was in love.  

	And all things are possible with love.  

	"Uh, Marcus, how long is that wave is going to stay like this?"  

	"Not forever, which is what we need," Alex said. The guy was hardly a master magician. Not that she was doing so great herself. She begin italichadenditalic to remember to bunker Eddie, apparently. Bunker Eddie, bunker Eddie.  

	"Alex, help me," Marcus croaked, " He wasn't holding the wave back, but clearly he was helping. He felt like he needed to fall down on the sludgy beach and go to sleep. The weight was so tremendous, after being so drained by the Marcusian globe, he couldn't....  

	"Eddie, Bunker!"  

	"Yes, sweetheart!" cried Stub, crawling — blushing a bit but who could tell? — from Alex's shoulders into her camisole, which was all she had left in the way of upper-body clothing and which would make a safe place to bunker. He didn't have time to fumble with his bunkering accessories, but he did what he could, squeezing his eyes shut, and sticking his paws in his ears, deep and firm. "Bunkum!" he called, cheerfully all things considered.  

	"Maura-Enna, sorceress,
Hear the one you love the best.
Help us fix this mess we're in.
You know best how to begin."

	Marcus thought Alex had phrased that poorly. What if Alex wasn't the one Maura-Enna loved best? But it didn't matter. Suddenly, so few things mattered. But he just couldn't get used to dying.  

	He grunted and dripped, every muscle pushed to the limit. Alex was flipping her arms and hands and yelling poetry at the universe like she really, really meant it. He wondered if she was tapping into Maura-Enna's power, wondered if she could feel Maura-Enna, needed suddenly, desperately to know before he died that Maura-Enna was safe and well.  

	"Is anyone a mouse, or anything?" Lady Stub called when Alex's voice had ceased. But no, nothing.  

	"It was like a dead battery," Alex said quietly.  

	"Somebody help," Marcus croaked. So, he would croak croaking, begging feebly for help. He was drenched in sweat. He had taken off that last troublesome five pounds during the past two minutes. His last two minutes, he was sorry to have to predict.  

	And indeed the weight of the water became too great, and he collapsed into the sludge with a cry of relief and heart-torn misery embodying all his many failures and regrets. And in his mind, moving farther and farther out of reach: Maura-Enna. 

	Springing poetically into motion, the wave slammed at the castaways like a hurricane eager for bowling pins. The wind of its coming knocked everyone off their feet, and the first fall of merely the top drips of its gigantic curl shoved them six feet underwater (so that even Stub, still bunkered in Alex's shirt, finally got drenched). The wave clearly intended to wash them downstream, to meet the filthy roaring stretch of the Two-Dots.  

	When Lady Stub at long last came back to the surface, for a blessed instant, the bulk of the wave still hovering above her, she wasted no time. She raised her arms and feet to the heavens and implored in a voice that could be heard (if not clearly understood) above even the roar of the runaway wave: 

	"Phlange, pfluder, phlissilly, phlownd,
Let's all jump high to solid ground."  

	"Oh Great Graspin," cried Alex, treading water desperately. "I don't want to die listening to bad poetry."  

	But there they were.  

	***  

	Tasmin sat with his back on the same boulder against which he'd stumbled nine hours earlier. He had not moved for eight hours and fifty-nine minutes, and was feeling much more energetic now. He could waggle his fingers, and shift his head back and forth fairly rapidly, but he still got dizzy and it creaked. Was he out of shape, or had his exhaustion been due to the difficulty of what he'd done, and testify to its greatness? He decided to look at it that second way.  

	Hey, it was no surprise he'd be tired: This was his second Marcusian globe in only three weeks. Lesser men would be dead. He'd been aggravating that annoying sorceress, dealing with imbeciles, keeping the globe going for so long, then losing all that power when that wretched elfboy.... All that power squandered in the hands of some upstart cat lover. His heart pumped blood so fast his ears pounded like a tympani section. That elf was a dead man. 

	 Maybe the elf was already dead. If he was, Tasmin hoped it hadn't been due to sludge-related causes; he was still hoping against slim hope that the sludge episode had been an overactive daydream on his part, not mental vision. Not real. How irritating to consider — the medallion, the books lost somewhere in a river of sludge. He'd have to take drastic action, draining the rivers, dredging the fields, and that would be bound to make him unpopular and generally foul up his plans, as what didn't. He growled. He had to have the medallion. Then he could just tell all these idiots to sit down and shut up and do what he told them, and they'd have to do it. They'd do it, all right. 

	He felt low. He had nowhere near enough energy to get to the ice cave yet. Come on, move it. Here he was, feeling proud of himself for waggling his fingers, while the medallion headed away from him, no doubt to Stonegrown Cottage. What a stupid name. Where did these "Good" people come up with these names? What was wrong with them? His castle was called "Fear Fortress"; he'd named all the rooms and features: He had a "Tower of Terror.", a "Misery Moat,", the "Bedeviled Bedchamber," a "Disgusting Dungeon," and so forth.  

	Tasmin tried his mental vision. Nothing. Who knows where the idiots were by now? Dead, alive, sludge-covered, clean. At least their bodies were in this dimension, which meant the medallion was, the books were. He'd seen the cat; he'd seen the horses.  

	He'd been shocked to get the mental vision — an hour ago, or more — showing the medallion on the barge. He'd been unaware of having any conscious energy at all at that point, and then this picture had blown into his head like a bat into a cave; it had roused him and captured his attention.  

	He'd watched as they lazed and splashed and sighed oh so blissfully. He'd had no energy to resist and had in horror felt himself being drawn into the magic of the bodies happy in glistening, dripping sunlight. The water had reflected trees and sky in kaleidoscopic artistry, the breeze had been sublime. "How beautiful," he'd thought, despite himself, and then he'd lost control. 

	He couldn't help it. He could never see anything beautiful without wanting to destroy it. It was a bad character flaw, and no one was surprised he had trouble keeping girlfriends. He'd been saving the sludge, to party-crash Earth-worshipers on the Summer Solstice, which was coming right up. Ho ho. A smirk somewhat animated his handsome face. He'd crashed the solstice parties all right — they wouldn't have any Nature left to worship. 

	Fun! Ha! He really didn't care about anything, though. He wished he felt better. He wondered if he might be clinically depressed. So what. He was just going to go make slaves out of all those jerks, or kill them, or whatever, and he would claim outrageous power for himself, and do whatever he wanted. Make everybody suffer. Ha! Make everybody mad. Make as many people as possible bad. But he'd always be the worst.  

	He felt a little better. He needed some energy. He needed a lot of energy.  

	Starting at his feet, he checked the flows in each energy channel. It took him a quarter-hour to get to the top of his head, clearing as he went. Two or three channels still were not running well, sludgy.  

	Sludge. He grinned, sort of, despite the worry. He'd lost his mental vision before he could see the river of sludge hit the vagabonds, the elf-magician's band of thieves, but he'd seen the sludge, and it had been stellar.  

	If only the medallion was in good shape. He had to have the medallion. He must have it. This was insufferable. He'd had it in his hands. Had it in his hands.  

	That thief had been repaid, captured and killed by Noah's idiot soldiers, who hadn't bothered to extract any information from him before dispatching him. The dead man had had no books. What had he done with them?  

	Tasmin had to have Vast Acts. He would have it.  

	Noah's troops now belonged to him, by virtue of his having simply taken charge. The troops came in handy, but Noah was a fool. He did have a nice palace, though. There was a world-class view from the master bedroom, the room that would be Tasmin's, from here on out. The old pig was in his own dungeon now; he should have had the ability to hang onto the most powerful amulet in the tri-country area for more than thirty seconds.  

	It was amazing what Tasmin could do when it was a matter of pride. He thought back to the early morning, to the campfire blistering his back, and reconnected with a jolt to his hatred of the horse who'd kicked it there. Then he applauded himself, mentally (his hands were still too tired to physically express his veneration of himself). Despite his injuries, only after the last trooper had left this morning had he let himself fall against this rock.  

	After that vile bird — his own worthless half-sister — had snatched the globe, and after the elfboy had used it — wasted it — Tasmin had forced himself to stand, his hair still smoldering, his voice a robotic monotone, his head fallen back, eyes glazed, and give orders to Noah's soldiers. It was behavior like that that had gotten him a reputation as a weird guy. But he had done what needed to be done then. And he would do so now. 

	When the cat and his cohorts had disappeared that morning in a flash of Marcusian globe, Tasmin for a moment had tasted the possibility of failure. If they'd teletransported straight to that irritatingly cute cottage, his options were suddenly very limited, and the battle was suddenly much harder to win. But his spies assured him no.  

	He didn't know where the thieves were or even if they were — whether they continued to exist — but an hour ago they'd been boating on the Two-Dots. That, he knew.  

	He'd ordered most of Noah's troops to the cat's country manor. He knew now the thieves weren't there. They'd been on the Two-Dots getting sludged. He winced. But he didn't care; he was glad to be rid of Noah's troops. So annoying. He didn't need them crashing through the underbrush as he waged his sneaky evil campaign. They were weekend warriors, unlike his professional Rangamonian forces — who would be here when the time was right. Meanwhile, let Noah's soldiers sit at Stubbenfield Manor. They were under orders to touch nothing. He'd come and look the place over when he had time. Maybe it would make a nice summer house, or winter house, whatever. (He wasn't much up on geography or climate, but he didn't care.) These places usually just needed redecorating, and a few walls knocked out. Maybe some wrought iron. 

	He'd sent spies, too. Spies and soldiers and scouts — some to the manor, some towards Stonegrown Cottage, some to Villamont to secure his control of Vendura's — or what used to be Vendura's — palace. He thought he'd call it "Hellview," or maybe something even better would occur to him. He was clever with names.  

	He groaned to his feet, taking an embarrassingly long time, creaking and swearing in the mild way he enjoyed most. "Dang!" He pressed his calves against the boulder for support. He breathed hard. He could stand. Now, could he walk?  

	Like a zombie, but yes. He lurched toward the smell of water. Here in the heartland of Nolajz, no sludge had reached, so far.  

	His back hurt. A glance in a river pool told him his hair looked like something in style on a planet where nobody wanted to go. It hung in pitiful fried clumps. It stank. He kind of liked it, but it didn't convey the impression he wanted to make at the moment. Once enough filth was everywhere, he could just be himself.  

	He eased himself, clothed, into the cold pool, an inch at a time, screaming silently at first, then aloud, transported by the intensity of water infusing his every cell, moving through him like a wave of redemption. Fresh air, fresh water, fresh start. He took a breath, held it, let it out with a whoosh as he dipped his head under, submersed his entire self, hung there half a moment suspended in crystal clarity. He felt wonderful; he hovered at that dangerous moment when he might almost articulate the forbidden thought or question, if he wasn't careful. Could I choose.... He sprang from the swimming hole like a devil was on his tail. Made it. The water in the pool didn't look so good though, all of a sudden! Ha ha. He thought some mean thoughts just to see if he could. You bet he could. Ha ha.  

	And now the sun was going down. He casually invoked a magic spell to dry the clothing hanging cold and wet on his six foot eight inch frame. The clothing remained wet. He snarled. Stuck in the middle of nowhere, with no horse, no nothing. No power. Somebody was going to pay for this. Everybody was going to pay.

	
CHAPTER NINE

	Mandy and Misery

	The view from the top of the cliff was expansive. A thousand acres of Nolajz lay visible before them, and everything not too close to the river hadn't been slimed and looked good. There were the areas of vile destruction, then a transition area, and then, a blast of color and life: hills, forests, valleys, rivers, creeks, lakes, villages and homesteads, pastures, animals. And there was Stub Manor, thirty miles to the west, and all its holdings. It looked fine, undamaged. It looked like a speck. The elder Earl felt tears come to his little monkey eyes at fond thoughts of home.  

	But this was fun, too, being out and about, and in a different skin. He hugged his wife, or rather he hugged her hips. "Good job, Sanibel. You've saved our lives!" His voice sounded like a talking monkey's might be expected to, grunty and expressive, but the words were clearly understandable. He was a talking monkey! Wow! He should have started this kind of experimentation in his younger years.  

	All around them were rocks. Jagged purple rocks and jagged purple peaks, covered with ice, which was covered with snow, which was covered with ice.  

	"How did you know a jump spell?" Alex asked.  

	"Oh, I've needed to make things jump on occasion." Lady Stub shivered. It was cold up here, and she was still scantily clad.  

	"Like what?"  

	"Horses," grunted the elder Earl. "She won a passel of blue ribbons." Lady Stub blushed.  

	"Tacky, and dishonest. And did you notice, we're on the wrong side of the river," Alex griped, scraping sludge from her shoes with a jagged rock (jagged rocks were all there was), flipping the gunk over the edge of the cliff. The globs never reached the river below, flying to bits on the long way down. "Too bad you couldn't have jumped us to the Nolajz side of the river?"  

	Stub, unbunkered and draped around Alex's nape, felt his fur bristle a bit.  

	"We're alive," said Fish-Out-of-Water.  

	"And we're clean for the most part," said Lady Stub. "Cleaner." The wall of water had done a nice job; they smelled a lot better now. 

	Alex stomped up to yell in Lady Stub's face. Stub strove desperately to hold on without using his claws. "Maybe you saved us, but you could have killed my Mother! You had no right to cast that spell. Don't you mess with my Mother!"  

	Stub's claws played with the idea of going through the cloth of Alex's shirt. Instead, he said, "Alex. Don't you mess with my Mum. Darling."  

	Alex's mouth flew open in surprise.  

	"You're wonderful," Stub said, "and so is she. Please, treat her with respect."  

	Alex's face melted into sweetness. "Aw, you love your Mum!" she said, kissing his little striped head. She addressed Lady Stubbenfield. "I am so sorry. I'm just so worried, and I don't know how much more she can take." 

	"Apology accepted," said Lady Stub. "As a mother, I can assure you: Maura-Enna would have spent any amount of energy to save her daughter's life, however grouchy that daughter might unreasonably be."  

	"Sludge," Marcus said, surveying the horrid destruction beneath them. From the base of the cliffs, the river and its flood plain stretched brown for two miles or more into Nolajz. The massive tide spilling from Spitfire Canyon had done a lot to dilute the sludge from that point downstream, or at least to cover it up, but still, what a mess. All that sludge was going to end up somewhere, however much it might get diluted or diverted. So much poisonous destruction. So much sorrow.  

	It was starting to get dark. An icy wind whistled between his legs. "Great Winter Winds, it's cold up here."  

	"Try putting on some clothes," Alex barked. She herself was shivering, wearing only an icy camisole and a short icy skirt.  

	With a shock, he realized he was, once again, naked or close enough to make no difference. He made for Marigold's saddlebag, extracted a mid-size all-purpose traveling cloth which had been wrapped well against the elements, and fashioned it into a rough loincloth. He felt stupid, and he knew he looked stupid.  

	"Let me drape myself about you," Stub suggested to Alex. He anchored his nose in the hollow behind her ear, and spread himself as far as possible across her shoulders, back and front, for maximum warmth transference. 

	Marcus took another blanket from Marigold's pack and one from Andover's, gratified to see that the books appeared to be dry and secure. He wrapped one blanket around Lady Stub and the Earl and offered the other to Alex, who snatched it away and flung it over her shoulders, and Stub. He shivered in his loincloth and looked around at everyone's icy state. They would all be needing warmth, and fast. Most of the provisions they'd packed — the extra blankets, extra food, all the clothes they hadn't been wearing — had been lost with the Sandy Dew; they had only what was in the saddlebags — one pack's worth really, after all the space the books took up. But Marcus was an intelligent packer, and he thought they might be okay, although, looking around him with a realistic eye, accompanied by chattering teeth, he doubted it.  

	"Does anyone have any magic left?" Marcus asked. "Anyone? No? How about parlor tricks? Convert-monkey spells?"  

	Everyone shook their heads.  

	"You know how that girl throws a fit whenever I do anything," said Lady Stub.  

	"She's not 'that girl', mother." What was it with his parents? He still couldn't believe his Dad was a monkey, although it did seem to suit him.  

	"No hurry on the monkey conversion," said the elder Earl Edgar, peeking his head out from the blanket, at about Lady Stub's armpit height. "I'm quite good for the moment."  

	"Yes, very nice," Lady Stub seconded.  

	Andover was explaining the local geography to Marigold, who listened serenely to her big butter-colored stallion. She never said a word, but she seemed to understand a great deal.  

	Andover was sorry Marigold had gotten involved in this adventure; he feared for her safety, and strove for her comfort. He loved her; she could light up the biggest barn with her smile. "We're in the Tooralls," he said to the group at large.  

	"Well, of course," said Alex. Even she knew the Tooralls. The Tooralls towered above the Two-Dots all the way from the Wild Unknowns to Final Falls across from Villamont. The mountains were a formidable barrier; only in four places had they ever been crossed from Rangamon to the river, or back, as far as was known. Alex's brain struggled to recall which four places those passes might be, but couldn't remember their names or locations, only the horror stories associated with their crossings.  

	Meanwhile, Marcus was having trouble putting both feet on the same plane, let alone locating a spot he might like to actually stumble towards. 

	Everywhere there wasn't a three-hundred-foot drop-off, there were mountains. Not the rounded Nolajzian kind, nor the lush Tartuffian sort — these mountains were jagged, purple with rock, white with snow. Their sides were sloped at impossible angles, and looked slippery as glass, crevices were packed with falls and drifts of snow, crags glistened with flows of ice. No trees, no nothing.  

	"Now what?" Fish-Out-of-Water's voice sounded like someone doing a bad job of playing the saw. He had propped himself up between two jagged upthrusts of rock — what else? — and was letting the arrangement support him completely, as he shivered in the wind. His energy looked terrible. His slack gaping mouth reminded Marcus of a goldfish he'd unfortunately owned once, briefly. Foo-wah's eyes were bulging much more even than usual; he was green about the gills (where he should have been a pale pink). The water in his belly tank had to be almost depleted of air by now....  

	"Now we need to find water for you," Marcus said. "If we can't find water, we can melt some snow. Or use snow."  

	"The snow's half a mile straight up," Alex said.  

	"It can't be straight up, or all the snow would fall down," Marcus pointed out. "And there's a little snow down here. Look." He hobbled over rocks to a small crevice, and brought back a handful of dry white powder.  

	"Put it in my tank," Foo-wah rasped. Marcus lifted a little trapdoor and plopped it in.  

	"Aah," said Foo-wah, sighing in relief. "Brrrr."  

	"All this big deal about saving a fish!" Alex screeched, causing Stub to briefly reconsider his positioning near her jaw. "We eat fish! And meanwhile we're freezing to death!" She shivered and then shivered again. "We have to get the medallion home! We can't deal with fish problems!" 

	"Obviously, dear Alex, we must succeed in our request," Lady Stub said. "But we can't let the poor fish...." Foo-wah's distressed condition spoke for itself, a throaty hacking croak finishing the sentence for her.  

	"Yes, we can! He's going to be dead anyway, if Tasmin gets the medallion, or as good as dead. We all will be! Besides, there's nowhere for a fish here. Do you see any lakes? Rivers?"  

	"There's one!" Stub said, trying to be helpful, pointing down to Spitfire Canyon and the Two-Dots two hundred feet below.  

	"Too bad Alex is not a bird," Lady Stub said, not in a particularly nice way.  

	"There could be water anywhere, any place rain collects," Marcus insisted. He couldn't believe Alex was arguing to let Foo-wah die.  

	"The Tooralls only receive three inches of rain a year, on average," Andover said. "It's a desert, though cold."  

	"And if there is any water, it's not water, it's ice!" Alex yelled.  

	"Or snow. Both of which can be melted. And Foo-wah is used to cold water. If we can just refill his tank a time or two, even with snow or ice, we can...." Marcus paused.  

	"We can what?" Alex asked. Here she was, stuck on this precipice with a bunch of losers and one nice little cat who loved his mother — she reached up to scratch his ears, where they brushed against the side of her neck — here she was, standing at the edge of the world-famous Toorall Mountains (famous as in "Don't go anywhere near the Toorall Mountains!"), freezing, arguing over a very weird fish, and seeing no direction in which she could walk without slicing a foot, twisting an ankle, or falling two to three hundred feet. "Once we get the fish some air, then what, oh Great Marcus, do we do? Order him room service? Sushi maybe?"  

	Marcus fought to control his fury. He was freezing. "What we do is — we do the next thing! Whatever it is."  

	Alex started to roll her eyes, then jumped as a sharp, abrupt, loud, shrill whistle, like a terrible weapon on a path of destruction, split the air. Indeed, the shock caused Stub to put his claws firmly into Alex, quite against his will and better judgment; Alex screamed high bloody murder and threw him to the rocky ground.  

	"Hey, you guys!" a female voice called. It sounded friendly. "Over here!"  

	He'd been thrown aside! Flung! One look at Alex's face told Stub all he needed to know. She hated him. She was bleeding, and it was his fault! He dashed away, cutting his kitty paws on splinters of rock, limping on his newly bruised hip, headed for the shelter of Andover's legs. He jumped up onto Andy's familiar yellow back, where he put down sheathed, tentative roots beneath a double layer of scratchy, damp wool blanket. Misery.  

	Andover trotted cautiously towards a spot between some rocks (where else in this purple wasteland would a spot be?), where patterns of dappled shadow suggested someone waving.  

	Or some thing. Marigold walked close behind; she whinnied worriedly once. Marcus trudged at her flank.  

	"Are you Marcus?" the voice, sharper now, asked Andover. "I heard you were a handsome fellow." He was close enough now to see the voice belonged to a she-goat. Middle-aged, but in good shape.  

	"No," Andover said, "that would be Marcus, with the loincloth." He was glad not to have to admit to be anybody this stranger knew of. They were in Rangamon now. Andover had never been in this dark country, never had wanted to.  

	"Welcome, Marcus!" called the goat.  

	Marcus waved back, limply. He was picking his way towards her, barefoot, frozen, mostly naked, through a small field of jagged rocks, pebbles to boulders, all unbelievably and painfully sharp.  

	"I'll take you to shelter," the she-goat called through the gathering dusk.  

	"Great!" said Marcus, waving more enthusiastically.  

	"No, go that way," the goat said to the horses, who were about to undertake to follow Marcus. Although the indicated route looked improbable, the horses, along with Lady Stub and the monkey Earl, followed the creature's directions, and were rewarded with a rather easy journey. They were chatting face-to-face with the goat well before Marcus managed to get through his field of rubble.  

	Alex came walking up the easy pathway next, clearly in a snit, and everyone recoiled from her.  

	"I'm Marcus Realwright." Marcus plopped onto the rocky ground with a sigh of relief and a loud cry. He removed a splinter of stone from his hindquarters. Then he removed some splinters of stone from his feet. His naked legs were scraped and bleeding. He shivered. His skin was taking on a bluish cast, he noticed. "Forgive my manners, and my appearance."  

	"I've seen worse," the goat said. "Mandy Merina, PhD." She held out a hoof, and Marcus shook it. "It's such a pleasure to meet you."  

	"Really?" Marcus couldn't imagine why.  

	"I heard what you did for Pandor."  

	"She did it," Marcus said, pointing to Alex.  

	Mandy turned to Alex.  

	"You saved our llama friends from the birds?"  

	"I guess."  

	The goat bowed before her. "Thank you."  

	"Uh, you're welcome. Got any food?"  

	"Yes, of course. Come along. The path is not as hard as it looks."  

	Easy for her to say; she was a mountain goat.  

	***  

	They passed the night in a fluffy den of llama wool blankets, sheep's wool sheets, goaty-smelling pillows. All of it was goaty-smelling, actually. And warm and dry and far more pleasant than Marcus had dreamed possible.  

	Mandy lived in a cave, a really nice one. She liked being in far-flung spots, by herself. "I'm not a spy," she said over morning marmalade. "I'm a scientist." Her usual breakfast would have been the sprouts she kept growing in an alcove off her main room, but of course she loved to eat almost anything; this marmalade today was from Marcus's pack, spread on Marcus's bread. She had contributed sprouts and warm melted snow. Delightful.  

	Stub had visited Mandy's pantry and there found a scurrying breakfast of his own, which he had politely eaten in private, though with little appetite. Alex's sighings and tossings in the big fluffy goaty communal bed had kept him awake most of last night. The poor cat was heartsick. He was sunk now between two pillows, trying to sleep so as to forget his troubles.  

	Astonishingly, Mandy had a vast variety of clothing stored in a cubbyhole off the laundry room. "I'm a bit of a compulsive shopper," she admitted. "Another good reason to live away from civilization! And of course being a goat I'm able to fit into a wide range of sizes." She very generously shared her excess garments and shoes, and, although the clothes were not necessarily to anybody's taste except for Mandy's, they were blessedly warm. Mandy brought Marcus some leather scraps, and he fashioned them into shoe-like objects for himself, Alex, and Lady Stub, tying them with thongs. 

	"I like privacy; it's not a crime," Mandy was saying. "I work for the government, yes, but, as I've said, I'm not a spy. I study wildlife, I take air samples, rock samples. I analyze everything." She pointed to a worktable on which sat calibrated scopes and other arcane instruments. "The government wants to know if these mountains are worth anything." She paused. "I keep telling them no."  

	They looked pretty worthless to Marcus. The only thing he could see good about them was that they formed a barrier between Rangamon and Nolajz, no small blessing.  

	Alex was anxious to get going. She'd inhaled a huge cup of coffee. "I say, let Foo-faw stay here. This scientist can get him snow." 

	 "There's very little snow nearby," Mandy said. "I chose this spot for its warmth. This is the Banana Belt of the Tooralls." 

	Marcus started laughing and seemed to be having trouble stopping. 

	"There's only enough snow here for my needs," Mandy explained. "We just drank the reserve. I could keep him a day or so...."  

	"Great," said Alex. "Let's go." 

	"That's a very short-term solution," said Lady Stub. "What options do we have? Is it just mountains forever from here to Tartuffe?" 

	"All the way to Final Falls," said Mandy. "But, there's a path not far from here that might be of use. It leads from the cliff top to the river, at the Aversion Falls portage."  

	"I know the path," Alex said suddenly. "I saw it when I was a bird."  

	Mandy nodded just as if that made sense. "I can take Fish-Out-of-Water to the river there."  

	"Wonderful! You do that!" Alex said. "All right, everybody else, let's go!"  

	"What good will taking the fish to water do?" Lady Stub asked. "The water's foul!"  

	"It doesn't look too bad down the way a piece," Marcus said. 

	"It's full of poison," Andover said.  

	"It's clean enough," Foo-wah's voice shook. "It'll have to be. I can't be choosy. Once I get a soak, some rest, then I can head to cleaner water. I appreciate whatever any of you are willing to do." He shivered convulsively. Even in this warm cave, his gills were a light crystal blue, like cracked ice, and dusted with frost. After all, he was breathing snow.  

	Alex jumped up, excited. "He'll be rejuvenated by the water. And then he can take us across the river! We can grab a flipper, and he'll take us to Nolajz."  

	"Not at the top of Aversion Falls, he won't," Mandy said. "He'll be lucky not to be swept over himself."  

	"No," said Foo-wah. "I know a way."  

	***  

	The first big trouble came when they were halfway down the cliff path.  

	Although the cliff was not sheer here, it was still a cliff. The path was only suited for mountain goats, really, and the going was slow. "Just don't look down," Lady Stub kept saying to herself, which everyone rapidly found annoying. "One step at a time."  

	Andover felt the path was too treacherous, too risky, and he felt foolish for being there, and especially for bringing Marigold there. He had a vision of Marigold slipping, falling a hundred feet or more to an agonizing death on the rocks below, himself powerless to help. He wondered what it would be like to fall so far knowing, more or less, what must await you at the end. He shook his head clear of such nightmare thoughts and instead snuffled an endearment for his lady, behind him on the narrow trail; Marigold replied with a sweet blowing of air through her nostrils.  

	But then she whinnied, as big worrisome shadows swept over the ground from above. Suddenly, she dipped and skittered. 

	"Marigold!" Andover cried.  

	She recovered herself at once, standing solid on the narrow path. Looking back, Andover could see her left flank was bleeding, but she seemed okay.  

	A groan came from Fish-Out-of-Water, who was strapped to Andy's back. Something big and hard hit the ground beside him.  

	"Hey!" Stub fumed, looking out from under the blanket on Andy's neck. "Hey! Ow!"  

	A flash of purple granite flew by Marcus's eye. "Aaagh!" he yelled. Of course, it would be a jagged rock. A bloody swath streaked his arm from shoulder to fingertips. He looked up, then covered his head with his hands. "Rocks!" He yanked and folded extra layers of horse blankets to protect Marigold, and Foo-wah and Stub and Andover as much as possible — then dove through Andover's long tail to shelter under his big horse body. Within seconds Marcus had neighbors — a grouchy Alex and an excited Mandy. (It was amazing how small even a big goat could get if it wanted to.) Lady Stub huddled under Marigold; the Earl clung to the mare's leg like a vine growing there. Andover and Marigold's undersides had become the place to be. But their topsides were getting clobbered.  

	Mandy looked up and around. "This is fascinating," she said. "I've never seen them drop such big rocks before."  

	Rocks — big, sharp ones — were falling out of the sky. Or, rather, they were being dropped out of the sky, by birds. Great big birds, ugly and proud of it, who glided down to the ground and stuffed their pelican-like beaks with rocks, then labored back aloft with massive muscled wings, took aim, and spit out their weapons.  

	"There's an overhanging ledge around the next bend," Mandy said.  

	"Let's go," Andover said. He winced; the falling rocks were vicious. He and Marigold trotted forward as fast as they dared, all things considered — all things including not only birds and rocks but also a sorceress's daughter, a monkey, a lady, an elf-magician, a goat, and a cat, sidling like crabs.  

	The ledge was there, and it was long enough and wide enough, just barely, to make a protective roof for the two horses. One of Foo-wah's fins stuck out, just a little, and he was taking some grief from that direction. Andover and Marigold shuffled positions and made a little more room under the ledge so that all of Foo-wah would fit.  

	The ledge above them was like a shelf, and rocks were dropping onto the shelf. Phwoompf! Their crash was muffled by the ledge's thick carpet of snow. Bam! Wham! Whap! Soon rocks-on-muffled-snow sounds were replaced by the sounds of rocks connecting solidly with other rocks.  

	"That ledge has got to be getting heavy," Lady Stub said.  

	"It's made of rock, Mom, it's okay." Stub's ears swiveled around. "Hey, what's that sound?" His big turquoise eyes grew bigger.  

	"A big breakup?" suggested Alex. She didn't know what she'd ever seen in this cat, even if he was a tiny bit cute. Her shoulders burned where his claws had ripped her flesh. 

	"What does it sound like?" Marcus asked.  

	"Oh, maybe... a big cracking."  

	"Under us or over us?" He was as concerned about the fragile path beneath their feet giving way under their collective weight as about the roof collapsing. 

	"Yes," said Stub. 

	"My Uncle Lloyd always said I'd end by cracking up," Marcus said.  

	"You've often cracked me up," said Andover.  

	There was time only for the lame jokes, and for a few terror-filled looks, before the cracking sound filled the thin icy air. Andy and Marigold watched in horror as the split tore its way along the rock ceiling, saw that their protective ledge was going to be the death of them all. In the moment before it fell, they traded sweet shaky smiles, and then the bottom dropped out of Andover's world. 

	The ground collapsed beneath him. Andover and everyone atop or under him rolled over and over, down a cascade of snow. Marcus was afraid to cast even a mild safety spell, not knowing whether Stub was bunkered, or not. He winced each time Andy rolled over on his back, thinking of Stub and Foo-wah. Foo-wah was strapped on, but Stub — Stub could easily be flung off into the almost bottomless canyon. Well, that's where they were all headed anyway. 

	Who knew what Alex would or could do, if anything? Even though all was a blur of white motion and rough hits, he knew from being slugged with elbows and hooves that she and Mandy were still hanging onto Andy's underside with him.  

	Powdery ice crystals filled their mouths and noses, suffocatingly, and they each one struggled to be calm as they rolled over and over, hooves knocking heads, feet punching bellies, hands pinching horse hide, falling in unseen space, till finally all motion stopped abruptly, with a splat that, unexpectedly, did not result from their demises, but from the fact that they'd landed in some nice deep sludge. 

	Barely had they arrived when a huge chunk of the ledge roof, along with the rocks on top of it, also arrived to finish its trip down the mountain, apparently having fallen a mere moment after the ground gave way. As one, the colleagues dove deep into the pond of sludge that had cushioned their landing.  

	Then, like the experienced travelers they were, each managed to find his or her way out of the vile choking glop and debris — swimming, crawling, tunneling, gagging, spitting — and then — dazed at finding themselves alive, and not necessarily that happy about it — they plunged straight into a handy, clean-ish river pool, to remove, or at least dilute, the life-saving acidic slime. 

	Marcus released the straps from Andover's back and eased Foo-wah into the water. 

	"Ohhhhhhhhh!" shuddered Foo-wah. "I'm never leaving water again."  

	Ow!" said Stub, emerging from under Andy's horse blanket. "Ow, ow, ow!"  

	Marcus glanced at him. He had broken a claw. His stub was muddy. 

	"I'm bleeding all over the sand, and I'm not complaining," Marcus said. He was not using his right arm, at all, either. And he was bleeding onto the sand, although hardly "all over" it. And he was sort of complaining. 

	"Where's Marigold?" said Andy.  

	"And Mum and Dad?" Stub wailed. 

	"It looks like they're still up there. The whole path didn't fall. The whole ceiling didn't fall." 

	"Stranded?" Andy moaned. 

	"They can always go back to Mandy's cave. They'll be okay." 

	Suddenly, the vast mountain silence gave way to what sounded like an approaching waterfall. They eyed each other nervously, then stared open-mouthed and scuttled speedily as yet another massive chunk of stone, yet another barrage of jagged rocks, fell from the sky, to land partially atop the previous chunk of ledge, sinking it decisively to the bottom of the sludge pond. 

	Observing the enormity of the nastiness, Marcus felt a shift of perspective. He realized his new working definition of a good day was not one in which things went well, but one in which he avoided being drowned and crushed in sludge. He hoped they would all be good days from here on out. 

	Andover stumbled towards a clean stretch of sand, and collapsed carefully onto his side, panting and shivering. "I'm fine," he said. "Just resting." He tried to control his shivering by reminding himself it was at least thirty degrees warmer down here than atop the cliffs. "So," he said. "What was that?" 

	"Well, obviously, it was the rest of the path…," Stub began, then petered out as the implications hit him. "Or maybe just the roof ledge?" 

	"So," Andy said quietly, "if the roof fell, and they were under it…." 

	Marcus didn't want to think about it. Didn't want to think about his friends being squashed flat as a pancake, and/or sunk in a lake of sludge. "I'm sure they got out from under the ledge just as soon as…." Marcus said. 

	"As soon as they saw us fall into oblivion," Andy sighed. "Even if Marigold has survived, she thinks I'm dead. Even if she has survived, she's stranded in the Tooralls being attacked by rock-throwing demons." 

	He looked  up into the white air. The view up was full of snow, falling from unsettled crevices. He shifted, and was painfully aware that some of his gashes would leave scars.  

	"The birds seem to have stopped," Marcus said. He hadn't been hit by a rock in at least ten minutes. 

	Suddenly, Stub was screaming. "Alex! Alex!" She and Mandy lay curled up together at the edge of the water, where they'd collapsed after cleaning off the sludge. "Why isn't she moving? Open your eyes! Alex, speak to me!" 

	"Shush, man!" Andy ordered. "We don't want another avalanche!"  

	"They're resting," Marcus said. "They're exhausted." 

	"They're dead!" Stub cried. "Everybody's dead!" 

	"Not a good man in a crisis," Andy said quietly to Marcus, as Stub tore at top speed toward the recumbent bodies.  

	"Well, no. But I guess we're all about at the end of our ropes." Could things get easier somehow, please?  

	Stub huddled over Alex. Mandy lay still beside her. "Please, no!" he cried. He put his paw on the side of Alex's neck, feeling for a pulse.  

	"Stop it!" Alex sat up with a jerk, knocking Stub into the water. "That tickles."  

	"You're alive!"  

	"I was resting," she said. "I was also ignoring you."  

	Mandy stretched slowly.  

	"You're alive, too!" Stub shouted.  

	"Hard to get any sleep around here," Mandy said.  

	"I just wanted one minute of rest," Alex said, "before I had to bravely get up one more time to bravely deal with whatever the next piece of aggravating...."  

	"Well, I'm sorry I woke you up," Stub said. "Really!"  

	"The birds are gone," Mandy said. "I wonder how long it will take them to re-energize for the next round?"  

	"What do you mean?" Marcus asked, joining the group.  

	"These birds live on next to nothing, and we represent a feast," Mandy laughed. "They won't give up." 

	"Are you suggesting they were going to eat us?" Stub said. Cats eating birds was in the nature of things, but birds eating cats....  

	"Of course. They eat anything. You would too if you lived in these conditions. Their diet is so deficient, their stamina is low. They tire quickly. Five minutes of rock dropping was all they could do. But they'll get their energy back up and do another five minutes, maybe even ten. You can see them starting to gather round." She pointed. "The question is when. I've never seen them use such big rocks before; it's a truly quantum leap forward in tool-using behavior...."  

	"Maybe we can do something to discourage their evolution in that direction," Marcus said, trying to look over his shoulder to inspect one of his scrapes. He was still not using his right arm, and his face was pale.  

	"That's scientifically unacceptable," Mandy bristled.  

	Okay, whatever. He wasn't going to talk about it.  

	He took his slingshot out of Andy's pack and loaded it with a nice big jagged stone, of which he had no shortage. Andover's saddlebags were damp and muddy, but Marcus was pleased to see that their contents were still pristine. He took aim at what looked like a leader, an aggressive-looking bird perched on a boulder only twenty feet away. Marcus's arm hurt, but he let fly with the stone, and — bullseye! — hit that bird right in the gut. It made a high pitiful cry that didn't fit its brash muscled exterior. Marcus saw and heard the nervous shuffling of the other birds, looking to their leader for guidance. He hoped he wasn't going to trigger a bird attack. He picked out who he thought were the seconds in command, noted carefully where they were. He picked up half a dozen good rocks, put them in his pouch, tucked the slingshot into his belt. Well, Mandy's belt really, but it was holding his pants up. Her pants. Whatever. 

	Andover had risen to his feet. He felt awful, wobbly, and his eyes burned and misted. He strained to see. "We're below the portage for Aversion Falls," he said. "There it is, upstream. And there's the portage on the Nolajz side." His heart was so heavy. He groaned as he raised a leg to point across the Two-Dots.  

	"Your leg, Andy!" Marcus said.  

	"No, me 'ip," said Andover. "A bruise or pull." And a gash. "Nothing deadly."  

	Marcus had a quick look at the injury. "That's got to hurt. We'll keep an eye on it."  

	Now that the excitement had died down for twenty seconds, Marcus was able to take in his environment. Carcasses of water fowl spun round and round in a dead-end eddy. Everywhere plants had given up the quest for breath. The smell of death reigned; the trickle of poison dripped into the ground. But the Spitfire Canyon tide, and the pure-water tributaries joining the Two-Dots along its course, had done a good job of moderating the damage, and cleaning up after the horrendous trespasser. Marcus suspected Maura-Enna had been working hard. It wasn't too, too bad here, just about a million times less good than it had been.  

	Alex spoke up, her voice defiant. "The others — Lady Stub, the monkey, that other horse.... Do you think they're okay?"  

	"Yes," said Marcus, shaking off the pancake scenario. "Let's get to work."

	
CHAPTER TEN

	Vast Acts and Ice Caves

	Miraculously, no one had gotten squashed. As Marigold and Andover watched the stone ledge crack, they'd shared the terrible knowledge that it would flatten them and their friends — but then, suddenly, Andover was gone. The path crumbled beneath his hooves, and he rolled, shouting, down the cliff, into white nothingness.  

	Marigold's scream mixed with those of the Earl and Countess, who could see very little from beneath the mare's belly, but certainly knew enough to be terrified. But all their yelling was as nothing, drowned in the rumblings and screeches of the roof ledge breaking free from the cliff. She watched the massive stone shelf tilt and start to fall, felt the wind the tumbling ledge pushed before it, saw huge pieces of their former roof follow Andover down the mountain, and prepared for her own end. She only hoped there was some chance Lady Stub and the Earl might survive, under the protection of her sturdy back. 

	Then an unexpected terror seized her as, with a grinding screech, the opening through which she'd watched Andover's final fall became solid rock. Combined with the choking dust, it seemed like a cloth had dropped over her head — she couldn't see, could hardly breathe. 

	And then a deep echoing silence fell, worse almost than the screaming terrors. Where was her doom? Was it hanging by a thread, teasing her, torturing her? From beneath her belly, she heard Lady Stub's gentle crying, heard monkey Earl's tender words of love to his wife. At least they would die with each other. All she could think of was Andover, and she felt her heart would burst. 

	For long shiver-filled seconds the prison shook and thumped as cascades of stone poured down the mountainside. Escape was impossible; piles of rubble blocked the path back, and the path forward was no more. 

	With a shudder, Marigold heard the scrabbling of big rocks settling into new crevices above her head. A shower of stones dislodged and thudded downward. The Earl and Countess screamed with her, despite everyone's best intentions to stay calm. A jagged rock came from somewhere to crash hard against Marigold's flank, buckling her leg for an instant. She made a quick recovery, very aware that her precious friends were counting on her protection. She stood tense, expecting more rocks, expecting the roof to cave in, expecting the end.  

	But then came the screech of a collision like two wagons scraping sides, and the dark slab of rock fell away, letting in blinding light. And then, again, silence.  

	Marigold sobbed in relief when at last she could see properly. She instantly realized what had happened: The roof ledge had cracked into pieces. The first chunk had gone down the mountain a few minutes after Andover. Another sob escaped her; then she resolutely continued her inspection. A second chunk had temporarily plugged the opening through which she'd seen her love disappear.  

	And the final chunk, the main piece of roof that had sheltered Marigold from the birds? It was lodged a foot above her head, wedged between two jagged rocks (what else?), and tilting such that if Marigold had been standing anywhere else, she would have been flat right now. And in settling into place, it had knocked away their prison door, sending it down to smash Andy, but freeing her from the crypt. They were alive.  

	Nothing was to be seen but snow-white sky, and falling snow, and fallen snow. The slopes were bare of horse, fish, goat, cat, elf-magician, or sorceress's daughter. The bottom of the canyon was lost in a swirl of white; the silence was extreme. It was a long way down.  

	Marigold cried, snuffling in ragged gasps.  

	Lady Stub crawled from beneath the mare's belly and slowly, stiffly rose. She patted Marigold's neck.  

	Was there a chance her own young Eddie, a chance any of her friends, was alive? Her son.... It broke her heart to think that any of those dear companions might be lost, let alone all of them. Dear young Edgar. She refused to entertain it. That was a big chasm, and there was a lot that could happen between here and the bottom.  

	She wished they'd all stayed home, to be overrun by barbarians. But no, that would have been too easy.  

	Meanwhile here she was stranded a couple of hundred feet up an icy cliff with her monkey of a husband — she smiled at him bravely as he grinned up at her uncertainly from under Marigold's belly — and a sobbing horse, and wishing she had gone to the bathroom when she'd had the chance.  

	***  

	Alex reached down into the river and waggled one of Fish-Out-of-Water's fins. Foo-wah rose to the surface rather jauntily. He was looking much better. He wasn't exactly the picture of health, but he was clearly going to live, and with gusto.  

	"All right," Alex said, "Take us across."  

	"Ha," said Fish-Out-of-Water. He eyed the river. They'd been lucky enough to find this placid pool, but just beyond, the river was a roiling disaster area. The sludge flood had increased the volume alarmingly. Logs and rocks and trash were hung up in every crevice; every ten seconds or so something big would break loose and travel like a shot until it hung up in the next snag, or flowed free over the sixty-foot falls just fifteen feet from where Foo-wah soaked. He might possibly make it across this mass of water (without ending up as sushi on the falls), but never with a heavy human holding on. He shook his head.  

	"Come on!" said Alex, stomping her foot. "You said you could get us across, now get us across."  

	"I said," Foo-wah replied, "I knew a way to get down the falls."  

	"Whatever. The cat and I just need to get to Tartuffe. Let's go." She motioned towards the falls.  

	So we were back to "the cat," were we? Stub swiped angrily at a fish, an easy catch; it was swimming slow. "Yew," he said, holding up a brownish, lethargic fish. "Do you think this is okay to eat?"  

	Everyone shook their heads vigorously, and Stub placed the fish back in the river. Poor little thing. Of course, had it been healthy, he would have eaten it ipso facto and pronto, too.  

	"Andover will have to stay behind," Foo-wah was saying. "He's too big."  

	"No," Marcus said. 

	Andy turned to him. "No worries," he said. "This is where I need to be." 

	"Great Mallory!" Alex stomped one foot, then the other. "Vast Acts was in the other horse's saddlebag!"  

	"Marigold," said Andover. "We'll get her back."  

	"We'd better. And the books you're carrying...." 

	"I will return them to their home," said the big horse.  

	"Which you don't even know where it is," Alex said with a scowl. 

	"If Andover says he'll do it, he'll do it," said Marcus. 

	"Not good enough for me," Alex said. 

	"I don't care," said Marcus. 

	Foo-wah pointed a flipper towards a small riverside cave. "Andover can wait here till the water calms, in a day or so, and cross the river then. Marcus, you'll do. Mandy, you could probably get small enough to come with us, but I'm assuming you want to go home if the path is passable."  

	"For me, the path is always passable," she grinned. 

	"Hello!" Marcus called up the cliff. No answer except the fall of a few clumps of snow and the restless shivering of many more.  

	"I'm going back up," said Andover.  

	Marcus, too, had made up his mind. He would go back up. He would go back up that blasted cliff, deal with those cursed birds, tremble in fear at thoughts of what he might find around the next switchback bend and what he might find when he got to where the ledge had been. How could he live with himself if he didn't even try to save his friends? 

	That left Stub and Alex to carry on with the quest. If Stub could just remove the medallion, and hand it to Alex....  

	"Let's go!" said Alex.  

	"My Mum and Dad are up there!" Stub moaned. He looked up towards where he had last seen his parents.  

	"They're all right, Butterball," Alex said. "They're survivors."  

	Was that affection in her voice? For him? Too bad if it took the deaths of his loved ones to bring him back together with this creature, but he would take what he got. Wait.... "Butterball?"  

	Marcus looked up. The air was almost clear of blowing snow; much of the mountain's white had settled with the falling rocks to the cliff bottom, onto the freezing, sludgy, icy-puddled land they were currently occupying. The cliff's purple rock face showed almost everywhere, although pockmarked with obviously unstable globs of snow, boulders, and detritus. A path back to the top was vaguely visible.  

	Andover turned to Mandy. "I could use your help getting back up." The path would be treacherous. He could imagine Marigold wounded, lying on a sliver of shifting stone, covered by jagged rocks and tons of snow — waiting, waiting, trusting Andover would come if he were alive.  

	"One minute, Foo-wah," said Marcus. The river was a rushing mess; he knew Foo-wah was speaking the truth when he said he couldn't take anyone across. "How can you get them down Aversion Falls?" He could see no possible way. "And then there's Bigbat Falls right after that , and then Catastrophe Cascade...."  

	"Don't worry. I can get them down all the falls."  

	"Even Final Falls?"  

	"Even Final Falls."  

	"How?"  

	"Tunnels." He swam over to where a scrubby thorn bush hugged the bank. "Lava tubes. There used to be a bunch of bushes near the opening before." He swam back and forth through a group of underwater greenery (brown now). "Here you go," he waved his fins theatrically towards something underwater.  

	"The tunnels are underwater?"  

	"Sure. They're lava tubes. Mostly smooth, mostly reliable. Keep your fins tucked in, and you'll think you're getting your money's worth at Water World."  

	"We get our oxygen from air, Fishy!" Alex spat.  

	"I know that, don't I?" he snapped. "There are pockets of air trapped in high spots in the tunnels."  

	"You mean there were," Marcus said, shaking his head. "Before the sludge."  

	"There are also breaks, like this one, places to grab a couple of lungsful."  

	"Tunnels under the water?" Stub said. "Tubes? No air? Sludge?"  

	"It won't be like that," said Alex. "You heard him, it'll be like a giant waterslide."  

	"Seventeen miles long, and with slopes of up to seventy-five percent," said Foo-wah. "Occasional sharp edges and very tight squeezes...."  

	Alex leapt into the water, splashed through the shallows, and dove down to where Foo-wah had indicated. He submerged to join her.  

	After a long minute, Marcus walked over for a closer look. It was another extended, nerve-wracking moment before Alex burst back through the surface.  

	"Okay, Stub," she said. "It looks great, and we need to go." 

	 "I can't do it." Stub was trembling. "I would have heart failure. I could not bear it, Alex, no." He sat down, intent on gluing his bottom to the ground. He hated to look cowardly, but he was, and he wasn't going to do this.  

	She scooped him up. "You can bunker. You won't know anything about it."  

	"Bunkering doesn't keep me from getting dead," he yowled.  

	"But it will keep you from having heart failure." Stub wasn't so sure; his heart raced as she tucked him into her shirt. "This is going to be fun," Alex said.  

	Maybe so, Stub thought.  

	"Besides," Alex said, "the only alternative, which is not even actually available to you" — Alex lifted out the front of her shirt and peeked down at him from what must have been an interesting viewpoint; all viewpoints were interesting here — "since you're going with me, is to go back up that cliff, being sliced up by sharp falling rocks along the way. How does that sound?"  

	"I like this," Stub said. His purr confirmed his words.  

	"Bunker up, Eddie. Just in case."  

	"Of course, darling." He reached for his blindfold and ear-pillows. 

	 "Eddie?" She scratched him sweetly behind the ears and looked into his blue-green eyes. He was so irresistibly cute. "I'm truly sorry I was mean to your Mum. She gave the world you, and she deserves to be revered as a goddess." She kissed the top of his head, then snapped her shirt shut. "Now, hold your breath at the count of three. One, two, three." Stub was purring so hard he couldn't hear himself think, and thus wasn't paying attention, and so entered the seventeen miles of lava tube tunnels with his little cat lungs only half-full of a gaseous substance he would soon grow very fond of.  

	***

	Meanwhile, stranded back on the cliff path, under the creaking, tilted roof ledge, hemmed in by piles of rocks, Lady Stub tried her spell.  

	"I don't care what that girl says or thinks." She paused. "If I'm thinking ill of the dead, I apologize." She raised her arms. 

	Phlange, pfluder, phlissilly, phlownd,
Let's all jump high to solid ground."

	Nothing. Well, if there was one thing she'd learned messing around in the sorceress's books, it was that spells sometimes didn't work reliably, certainly not the way she performed them. She'd try again in a bit, it might be working then.  

	"I want to go home, and I want Andover to be there." The voice ended on a pitiful moan.  

	"Oh my dear," Lady Stub exclaimed. "I know you do!" 

	"Hey!" said the Earl, "you can't talk. You're not a talking horse."  

	"I love that horse!" Marigold wailed.  

	"Oh dear, oh dear. I know! He's a wonderful horse," cried Lady Stub. "My son is down there, too, as you know..."  

	They both cried together. The Earl looked Marigold in the eye, and she stopped her tears. "I don't buy talking horses. You know that, Marigold. I never would have bought you. You deceived me." He hooted in perturbation. "Drat, now I'll have to set you free. And who's to reimburse me for my loss?"  

	"Edgar, don't worry about it. You're an ape. Quit talking business. What are you doing up there?"  

	He had climbed onto her shoulders, reached one long arm up, and found himself a handhold, and now he sprang up the wall, whooping like a chimp on a jungle gym.  

	"Don't knock the roof down," his wife cried. 

	"Have a little faith, Sanibel!" 

	The monkey Earl crawled into a wide hole that had formed where the ledge had pulled away, where it had once been attached to the cliff. 

	"What is up there, Edgar?"  

	"There seems to be a cave," he called down to the worried ladies. "I can reach my arm down and pull you up."  

	"You can't pull a horse up, Edgar, however full of bananas you may feel, and I don't want you pulling me up either. You're just a little fellow, dear."  

	"Don't be difficult, Sanibel. I'm going to look around. There's a light. Maybe there's help!"  

	"Be careful, " his wife called up. "And remember — you're an  ape. You make a different sort of impression than you're used to!" Edgar's pink rump waggled goodbye.  

	Standing exposed to the elements on a tiny crumbling ledge with a heavy sobbing animal, Lady Stub began running through in her mind all the spells she knew well enough to cast even half-successfully. They numbered about two dozen, but none of them seemed to be right for this particular situation. She'd used them to scour pots, clean privies. No one on the staff wanted to do those jobs, and Lady Stub didn't blame them; she'd been trying to make things more pleasant for everyone. She reflected with shame that Maura-Enna had been doing the grunt work around her house lately. There appeared to be no such thing as a free bathroom scrubbing.  

	After five long minutes, the Earl came back to the hole in the wall, his voice awed. "There's a dead guy in here! Well, I don't know. Frozen." The monkey was leaning out from the opening; his face looked transformed with wonder. "I've never seen anything like it."  

	"So he can't help us."  

	"I wouldn't think so, no."  

	"Caves, caves, caves," mused Lady Stub. Maybe if she took one of the generic spells, one of the handy-dandy all-purpose variety, and winged it a bit. She raised her arms. 

	"Clean the cave,
 Mop the floors,
 Then take us there
 To inspect the chores."

	***  

	This didn't seem right. Lady Stub and Marigold were now crouched in a very, very tiny cave. At least it was clean. Which cave was this? Where were they? The Countess couldn't move her head enough to look out the opening.  

	Marigold could see out. "We're ten thousand feet straight up at least," she reported.  

	"This can't be the right cave. Let me try again."  

	"I can hardly wait." 

	Marigold had never seemed to have a sarcastic nature before. But of course she had always been silent. And really who could blame her for being a bit testy? With some trepidation — Lady Stub felt a wee bit flapped — she cast the spell again. 

	"Clean the cave,
 Mop the floors,
 Then take us to my husband
 To inspect the chores." 

	The spell hung in the air, something whirred, and colors spun in the small interior like fall leaves in a tornado. This was new. Lady Stub got the impression that they were being kept waiting while the spell was being considered. Somewhere someone or something was having to do some kind of extra processing. This being the Countess's first attempt at spell-writing, rather than spell-reciting, perhaps she'd left something out, some kind of modifier or request, or she'd misphrased something. There were so many errors she could have made. Still, the question was, was it a good enough spell to go ahead, to plow through the protocol and difficulties, and be done? As Lady Stub knew, miracles did happen.  

	*** 

	What a sparkling clean cave! was Lady Stub's first thought upon popping into another space. This was more like it. Huge and shiny. Cold. Shimmery with crystals, hung with icicles. Colorful. The ceiling and walls were covered with inch upon inch of clear, blue, pink, silver, green, even black, ice. The floor, too, was made of ice; it shimmered like a prism. The Countess tried to move her foot to check how slippery her footing was, but was unable to do so.  

	She was stuck to the floor.  

	Edgar and Marigold, nearby, had similar problems.  

	"Sanibel, I've been worried," said the monkey. The long-married couple reached out hand and paw to one another. If the sight of the earl's hairy appendage on Lady Stub's alabaster skin troubled them, they showed no sign.  

	"Are you stuck, Edgar?" Lady Stub asked.  

	"Yes, have been. This fellow popped in — just like you! good work, Sanibel! — and yelled some hocus-pocus that stuck me to the floor, and then he started growling and yelling, and demanding answers." He nodded towards a dark titanic figure standing stock still in a shadowed alcove, watching them. Lady Stub's eyes grew large.  

	"Could that be Tasmin?"  

	"Of course, I am Tasmin Trident, Evil Lord of Rangamon," the bad man boomed. "And you are trespassing in my cave!"  

	"We didn't know...." Lady Stub began.  

	"You were on the boat," he shouted. "What are you doing here?" 

	Lady Stub considered. "We want to get out."  

	"Ha!" Tasmin screamed. "Tremble in fear!"  

	"No, thank you," said Lady Stub, under her breath. The monkey, too, chose not to take Tasmin up on his command.  

	Marigold, however, whinnied as the big man strode from the shadows towards her; half a dozen knives hung from his belt; he carried two swords in scabbards, a bow with arrows on his back; various cruel-looking metal implements hung from hooks on his clothing. And those were just the weapons that showed. Marigold neighed and tried to pull away, but — so frustrating — none of her legs responded to her commands.  

	"Oh Edgar!" Lady Stub said in misery.  

	But it was not Marigold that Tasmin was after. He yanked one saddlebag open, throwing contents onto the icy, clean ground. A blanket — what Lady Stub would give for that just now! — and food.... Tasmin took a raincoat out of the bag. He struggled at length to unwrap the complicated packaging; it seemed to fight against his every move; it would have made a hysterically funny wrestling match, had not the stakes been so high. Lady Stub found it funny anyway, and the Earl hooted like a monkey. Marigold rolled her eyes at the bad man's attempts to unwrap the package. Fortunately, he was too involved in his chores to notice. Finally, he wrestled out the book, and threw the empty coat to the ground.  

	"Ha!" He held the book aloft in victory. Lady Stub recognized it immediately; it was the green one — Volume 6, Cosmic Courtesies. Probably not the one this rude fellow was after.  

	He realized that, with a nasty snort, and began to unwrap another raincoat, but fumbled and grew impatient with the strings and buttons and snaps, and the sheer cussedness of the package. He set it aside.  

	"So!" he said. "You have stolen from me."  

	"We were only taking back what you stole," Lady Stub said.  

	"Who cares?" He stomped over to stare in Lady Stub's face, bent down and glared into her eyes, his own literally one inch from hers. Nose to nose. His breath was not of the best. "Is Vast Acts in those saddlebags?" he snarled.  

	Could he tell if she was lying? "Uh, brass tacks?" Lady Stub said.  

	"Vast Acts." He stared into her eyes. "Is it in there?"  

	"No, no, I don't believe so." She was thinking steadfastly of Vast Acts, Volume 2, Vast Acts, Volume 2. It was certainly not in those saddlebags over there, no.  

	"Liar," he said, backing away at last. "In five minutes those books will unwrap themselves at my feet. And Vast Acts had better be there." He stalked over to a massive ice flow reaching from floor to roof of the cave.  

	"I could use some clarification," the Countess whispered to the monkey. "You said there was a dead man in here — is that him? Did he wake up?"  

	"He's up there," the Earl said. He pointed toward the ice flow Tasmin was mucking about with, a sort of spiral stairway of ice.  

	"You climbed up there?" Lady Stub asked.  

	"Easy," the Earl grinned. 

	Tasmin was now ascending that same stairway with many grunts, pulling himself up using his teeth and fingernails, wearing spiked shoes, employing three carabiners and a grappling hook.  

	He finally heaved himself up through the hole in the floor where the staircase ended. He took a moment to catch his breath, then rose and strode out onto a ledge. His head scraped the ceiling. He was in a sort of loft, a room carved out of the ceiling space of the bigger chamber. He disappeared for a long moment to the back of the ledge. A few balls of sparks shot out and dropped over the edge, arcing to hissing deaths on the cave's cold floor.  

	Tasmin reappeared, walking to the edge of the ledge and glaring down at them. He was twenty feet up, far enough to be commanding, close enough to be frightening. "Larry," he said, "cannot greet you." Again, he walked to the back of the ledge and disappeared. An instant later a brief terrifying flash, like lightning without the thunder, shot out and electrified the air. The monkey Earl's hair all stood straight out, transforming his appearance alarmingly.  

	When he reappeared, Tasmin's voice surged with energy. "Look!" The curl in his lip could be clearly seen. "Come and observe!" He waved a hand casually, and Lady Stub, Edgar, and Marigold came unstuck and floated up to the loft; they hovered with their feet level with the evil man's feet, except theirs were located in empty air.  

	"Ew!" said Lady Stub. Five feet away a body lay on an icy slab of stone.  

	"Do you know who this is?" Tasmin demanded.  

	"King Tut?" asked the monkey. "The missing link?"  

	"My father!" Tasmin roared. He strode to the slab and touched his hand to his father's ice-encased head; a spurt of light passed between them. "Imagine growing up with this for your Dad. Thanks to Maura-Enna."  

	"Is he alive?" Lady Stub asked.  

	"Not very much."  

	"Why did she do it to him?" Lady Stub asked.  

	"Be quiet!" Tasmin shouted. "What do you think this is: some kind of question and answer session? Don't answer that!"  

	He flung his arms about. "Enough! Go away!" Countess, monkey, and horse dropped like dead weights. None of them wanted to give Tasmin the satisfaction, but they couldn't help screaming as they dropped to meet the floor far below. But only an inch or so before they would have hit the ground, a cushioning effect kicked in, like a ghostly parachute, allowing them to land in comfort. And they weren't stuck to the floor...! 

	Could Good magic be helping? Or was this just their lucky day? 

	Tasmin looked over the edge of the ledge to see what sort of shape his victims were in. Marigold played lame, without moving from her place; Lady Stub sobbed realistically, bobbing about as if she were trying to free her feet; Sir Edgar made horrific ailing monkey sounds; they all periodically winked at one another in reassurance. Tasmin seemed to think things were good. He disappeared again from the edge of the shelf, and Lady Stub rushed to Marigold, sliding on the glassy floor.  

	"Oh, where did we put Vast Acts?" she whispered frantically.  

	"Left pack in the back, on the bottom, behind the ginger." Marigold whispered back. She liked to keep track of what she was carrying, insofar as she could. "If it's where it's supposed to be."  

	It was. Lady Stub pulled out the rainwear-wrapped packet. The covering fell off like magic, and there was Vast Acts, Volume 1. She hastily re-wrapped it.  

	"Edgar! Edgar!" she whispered. Her husband was mesmerized by the spittings and hissings and firings of light and sound, the sparks, the cries — whether or pain or pleasure she couldn't say — coming from the loft. Lady Stub found the commotion a bit unsettling. Whatever was going on up there couldn't be good. "Edgar, dear!" She kissed the monkey Earl, on the lips, thereby procuring his undivided attention. "Darling Earl, I...." He kissed her back. "My dear husband, I...." She was overcome with deep love for this fascinating creature. Could it be she'd never really known him, all these years? She hoped it wasn't too late....  

	"Hide the book!" said Marigold.  

	"Yes!" said Lady Stub. "Here, Edgar. Climb up and put it somewhere his magic can't find it."  

	The Earl looked disgruntled. That was a heck of a tall order. "Suggestions?" he said.  

	"Just ditch it," said Marigold. "Hurry."  

	The Earl looked around, picked a darkish alcove, and ran for it, dragging the raincoat-wrapped parcel across the floor and up the wall. He climbed fifteen feet up like he'd been doing it all his life (which he certainly had not), hung there for a moment, then jumped down, without the book.  

	"What?" roared Tasmin. He had reappeared at the edge of the loft. "Why aren't you sticking?" The monkey had moved. Well, he wouldn't be moving any more. He waved his arms.  

	They were all well and truly stuck now.  

	And Tasmin looked like a shining golden god, as he floated down from the loft with perfect ease, control, effortlessness. He landed near Marigold. He radiated power. He glowed. 

	He raised his arms and swept them to take in the entire huge cavern. "Tell me, Great Forces," he intoned. "Is Vast Acts here?"  

	Neither human, monkey, nor horse ears heard a reply, but Tasmin seemed satisfied with whatever answer he heard.  

	"You two stay here," he said to Lady Stub and the monkey. He grinned, not attractively. "Not that you can do anything else, of course." He tightened Marigold's cinch; he was preparing to ride. "If I want you, I'll come back and get you. If not, I won't."  

	He jumped onto Marigold's back; she was strong, but he was heavy. She bore up well. He waved his hand, and her feet were free. She neighed quietly to her owners — her friends — as Tasmin rode her to the mouth of the cave.  

	He turned back to Lady Stub and the Earl, who were twisting about, trying to see behind them, with their feet stuck to the floor.  

	"Oh," Tasmin said. "In case you were wondering. I didn't ask you where the medallion was, because I know where the medallion is." He crunched his fists together, making awful crackling sounds with his knuckles. "The cat has shown me his location, and now I'm going there to rip his little head off."  

	Lady Stub gasped.  

	"Look." Tasmin grimaced in what might have been an evil smile. "Look what I have!" He reached his glowing hand into a glowing pocket and pulled out a pulsing orb of light.  

	"A Marcusian globe!" Lady Stub cried accusingly. "How did you get that?"  

	"My father's a very generous man, now that he can't move," Tasmin rasped. "He gives me everything he has."  

	***  

	What a moment of sickness of heart and gut, watching Stub disappear with Alex under the water, and not resurface. Marcus had finally had to put their journey in the hands of the powers that be; there was nothing else he could do.  

	Then, the trek back up the mountain. Following Mandy's lead, he and Andy spent long hours in the latening day levering up rocks and flattening against the cold rock face, angling to avoid massive heaps of falling snow that could have knocked them off the path, sending them to perdition, falling rocks that would bruise and cut if they didn't kill you (if they killed you, they'd bruise and cut you, too, but it was hardly worth mentioning in that case). He spent most of the afternoon climbing that cursed path, up, up, up, up, up, one sore foot dragged afront the other, stopping for a double-lungful of thin air every tenth step, then every fifth. He'd spent most of the afternoon trying to look, and simultaneously not look, up and down and all around, just in case a part of someone he loved might be sticking out of a snowbank or smeared against a rock. He didn't want to think about it. Mercifully, nothing like that had appeared.  

	They'd been able to see from a ways off, for a quarter hour now, that where the ledge had once protruded from the wall, only a gaping hole remained. They'd been able to see, too, that a small part of the path they'd all been on when the ledge collapsed was still there, capped with a massive tilted slab of stone. So a part of the path hadn't all plummeted to perdition. There was still hope.  

	It had taken them fifteen minutes — nine hundred seconds — on this switchback trail to get close enough to begin to look for signs of life. The view was still obstructed by jutting boulders along their path, and their first fevered peering brought no result.  

	"Do you think it's safe to shout?" Andover asked.  

	Mandy eyed an overhang above and to the east a little. "No." 

	 "That hole looks like it could lead into a cave," Marcus said. He was ever so mildly reassured by the fact that the disaster site was all purple and brown rock and white snow — no red anywhere. 

	"How could they get into it?" Andover's words were a nervous, worried rush. "It's too high."  

	"They did have a monkey," Mandy said. "And a horse they could have climbed on." 

	Andover said, "I don't see how Marigold could have gotten up there."  

	Marcus sympathized, but he was starting to feel a little testy. "I don't see how we could have gotten to where we are, either so hang on to your pessimism just a few more minutes." His arm hurt. He was slit from shoulder to fingertip. Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow, just a constant pain every time he did anything. He'd had to slingshot those vile birds the whole way up, every tenth step, had finally had to switch to using his left arm to pull the band. Pathetic, really. And despite his efforts, despite his struggles, quite a few rocks had still been dropped, all on him. He was tired; he wanted to rest. He wanted to go home. He wanted to be done with it.  

	Instead, he hurried along the trail, hoping for a clear view, hoping for a miracle. They rounded one last switchback and piled abruptly into one another as the path ahead dropped into nothingness. They had known this, they had expected it. Still, the reality of standing at the edge of a precipice, staring across a two-hundred-foot deep, one-hundred-foot wide chasm at the spot where they'd last beheld their loved ones, who no longer seemed to be there, was wrenching. 

	But at last they had a clear view of the mouth of the cave. They craned their necks and strained their eyes, but the opening looked depressingly deserted. It was also extraordinarily well-lit, glistening, hardly cave-like at all. An ice cave maybe, thought Marcus.  

	And then, all at once, there was Marigold, prancing boldly in the mouth of the cave, her eyes, full of emotion.  

	Andover roared like a lion; snow fell from the cliffs. She was alive!  

	Marigold's eyes sought and found him, and she let out a neigh of great joy. 

	But astride her sat Tasmin Trident. Andover reigned himself in to avoid rushing forward into empty space. He thought his heart would burst from his chest. 

	If Tasmin had noticed Andy's roar, he gave no sign. Andover watched him raise his arms, and then, before his horrified eyes, Marigold, like a dream slipping beyond his grasp, disintegrated, and the evil rider with her. 

	"No!" Andover cried, his head spinning. "Marcus, no!"  

	"My dear, dear friend," said Marcus, putting his arm around Andover. "She's alive." Together, they stared at the shining empty mouth of the inaccessible cave, and made a solemn pact that they would get her back.

	
CHAPTER ELEVEN

	Eddie Goes Lapdog

	That had been no ride at Water World! Whoo! Stub would have to take a little sliver out of Foo-wah next time he saw him, and serve it up as sushi. But there the madman went, flippers jauntily waving goodbye. Foo-wah had no interest in negotiating the famous Ranaway Locks with a human and a cat in tow, and who could blame him? He had people to see, places to go in the Villamont Three-Rivers Area, so he'd dropped Alex and Stub at the West Villamont shore.  

	"So long, you crazy fish," Stub muttered.  

	"See ya, Foo-fah!" Alex was calling. "Let's do that again soon!"  

	Right, like fourteen trillion years ago, before we came to consciousness, Stub thought. Although it had been cozy in its way.  

	He'd thought his lungs were going to burst. He never, never, ever wanted to do anything like that ever again, even if he did get to ride inside Alex's shirt, and even with the artificial respiration. That's how bad it had been. It had been world-shattering terrifying — swept around hairpin turns, through corkscrew tunnels, through right-angle bends, squeezed into tiny tubelets, whooshed through pieces of dark and light and wet and sharp and hard at half a million miles per hour, all the while unable to breathe. He'd come unbunkered almost immediately because his earplugs got so waterlogged he was able to hear every exciting sound, including his own voice hitting high C over and over and over again, as they made their way through the seventeen, terror-filled miles of Totally Tunnels. Even Foo-wah had admitted the tunnels were a bit intense (and he could breathe!), not something to be done lightly, every day or two. No kidding. The family of muskrats that had jumped blithely into the tunnels, as if they owned them, hadn't helped.  

	When Stub had finally thought he was going to die, when he'd felt himself passing out (gratefully) from lack of oxygen, Alex had stuck her beautiful lips inside her shirt and fastened them around his little cat mouth, and breathed a bit of air, gently, into his lungs, and saved his life. His life of terror. 

	The other good thing had been when they'd taken a break above Bigbat Falls — they'd actually gotten to leave the tunnels and rest for five minutes of blue sky and puffy white clouds and air — and they had seen that the sludge destruction stopped there, right at the top of the falls, where a gigantic veil hung. No water — no sludge, nothing — went down the falls without passing through the membrane, and once it went through, it was clean. All the filth, the detritus, evaporated into non-existence, transformed somehow. The membrane had covered the entrance to the Bigbat Falls water tunnel, too; Stub and Alex and Foo-wah had entered through what felt like a spring shower, and came out feeling light and clear and energetic, like they'd been on a juice fast for week or two. 

	With tears in her eyes, Alex had said, "This is Maura-Enna."  

	And that was why, on this broad sunny stretch of Two-Dots shore, children played and laundresses scrubbed, with apparently no thoughts of sludge.  

	"Alex, my love," Stub said, poking his head out the top of her shirt. "I need some sun. I cannot present myself in town in this wet state." 

	"Great Balliwack, climb back in!" She pushed him down. "I can't believe it! This poster says you're wanted by the police!"  

	"Of course I'm wanted by the police! Vendura thanks I stole his stupid jewelry."  

	"No! I mean you're really wanted by the police. There's a big picture of you — so cute — and then it says 'WANTED FOR CRIMES AGAINST THE STATE,' in big letters, then it lists murder, grand larceny, blackmail, kidnapping, abusing various lordships, not paying taxes, eating fish on Tuesdays, eating fish on Wednesdays...."  

	"Where are you getting all that?"  

	"This poster! They're everywhere. Eddie, there's people all around, and I'm talking to my shirt. Sit still. You make me look like I'm about to give birth."  

	He simmered down, then started stewing up again. "I never did most of those things," he hissed. "My poor reputation. Is there a reward?"  

	"'One hundred gold pieces....'" 

	"Ooh," Stub said, "that's pretty good." 

	"...'for his pelt and the medallion he wears.'"  

	"Ooh," Stub said, "that's bad." 

	"The posters don't show me; they don't say anything about me — just you," Alex said. "You need a disguise."  

	"So turn me into something."  

	"I told you, they won't let me study transmogrification yet."  

	"Then make me a costume, my lovely." 

	"Let me think. Okay. Bunker."  

	Stub closed his eyes and stuffed his paws deep in his ears. "Bunkum!" he called. "Be sure to poke me when I can unbunker!" 

	After a minute, Alex gave him a none-too-gentle jab, and when next he opened his eyes, he saw the world through long, shaggy bangs.  

	Alex peeked inside her shirt. "Oh Eddie!" she sighed happily. "Oh, Eddie! How could you be any cuter!" 

	The costume was grand, at least in her opinion. Stub looked every inch a yappy little lap dog.  

	***  

	Mandy, Andover, and Marcus looked straight down through two hundred feet of whirling whiteness. 

	"A lot of these caves go for miles, one piece connecting to another," Mandy explained. "My own cave connects to caves inhabited by a Siberian grizzly and a family of flying foxes. If we can get in at another spot, it may lead us right to your friends."  

	"Except for Marigold," said Andover.  

	"We're going to be reunited with all our friends," Marcus said.  

	Mandy climbed atop Andover's back, Andy trying not to gasp as her hooves broke open a gash or two that had started to heal.  

	After a moment, she leapt down. "There's a hidden area just beyond that series of outcroppings. There might be an opening there."  

	After some deliberation they decided, since they really didn't have any choice, to make the arduous journey back down a quarter mile of cliffside trail and then hie overland across the face of the crag another quarter mile. They then pulled themselves uphill perhaps five hundred feet, more or less straight up, in order to check to see whether the shadowy spot might be an opening to a cave.  

	Great Grateful Gandalf, it was.  

	Another quarter-hour's creeping through airless spaces and jagged rock brought them to a glowing hole in a cliff face. Marcus stuck his head in, no longer particularly caring if a grizzly knocked it off, or not. 

	He yelped in joy. Twenty feet below, Lady Stub and the monkey held each other in an awkward embrace, their bottom halves far apart as though rooted to the ground, their top halves intertwined.  

	Lady Stub looked up and gasped. Her face broke into a glorious smile. "Marcus, my dear sweet wonderful boy!" 

	Being an elf, Marcus did not let a height of twenty feet concern him overmuch. He crawled down the wall as casually as a spider. His power was returning. This cave felt energizing.  

	The Earl and Lady Stub disentwined their top halves from one other, stretched out their arms, and hugged Marcus as one. He found the monkey embrace strangely comforting. 

	"You're alive!" Lady Stub said. "And how is my son?"  

	"He's fine, Lady Stub." He hoped his words were true.  

	"Thank heavens," both parents said as one, resuming their funny embrace.  

	"Everyone's fine! Andover and Mandy are up there." Marcus grinned. He was so delighted everyone was still alive; he was so amazed and grateful.  

	"I saw Marigold disappear," Andy's voice called down.  

	"Tasmin cast a spell!" Lady Stub said. "He won't hurt her, Andover! He just wants her to carry the books!"  

	"He's got the books?" Marcus cried. Not Vast Acts, fallen into the hands of the bad guys...!  

	"Not Vast Acts. That's over there," Lady Stub pointed to the high dark alcove.  

	Marcus asked, tears of relief flooding his eyes. He went to the spot Lady Stub had indicated, and leapt up the wall.  

	"Blame the missus," said the Earl.  

	"Thank you, Lady Stub. You are a marvel." Grasping the raincoat-clad tome, Marcus skipped back down the wall. The book's outerwear fell away as if by magic, and he clasped the violet volume to himself. He drew a shuddering breath. "Do you have any idea where Tasmin went?" 

	"Thin air," said the Earl.  

	"He said he was going to 'rip the cat's head off,'" Lady Stub said, horrified.  

	Marcus gasped but tried to pass it off as just a deep breath. "He didn't say where?"  

	She and the earl shook their heads, which were close together.  

	"Are you two stuck to the floor?" Marcus asked.  

	They nodded, two heads bobbing as one.  

	"I thought so. Tasmin did that to me and Stub and Andover. Apparently it's his trademark trick. I didn't like being stuck, so I looked up the undo spell in Maura-Enna's books. Just in case he tried it again. Let's see how my power is doing." He'd tried a few little tricks earlier today, with pitiful results. He'd heard of sorcerers who'd been knocked out of commission for years by globes. But he felt good. 

	He raised his arms and started gathering energy. Whoa! That was a lot of energy. Whoa! Whoaaaaaaa! He fell backwards onto his bottom, and slid three feet down an icy little incline. His eyes were wide, and rolling a bit in amazement. What was going on here? What was it about this place? He looked all around. He rose carefully to his feet. He raised his arms, and this time he didn't bother gathering energy. 

	"Unnatural gravity has to go  
Levity calls its bounds to throw  
Release all creatures, plants and flesh, 
From this wrong, confining mesh."  

	The Earl and Lady leapt up into the air about six inches. 

	"Ah!" said Lady Stub. "That'll do." 

	"All right!" Marcus felt an unfamiliar object — a smile — settle onto his face. That had been easy! His power was back, and it felt good! 

	Lady Stub lifted one foot, then the other. The Earl sprang into her arms, and settled himself on her hip. He was a pretty big monkey for that kind of thing, but Sanibel seemed pleased. He gave his wife a big-lipped smooch on the cheek. 

	How many lives were going to be transformed in this drama they had all been caught up in? Marcus wondered. He was glad to see Stub's Dad was making such a great adjustment to being a monkey, and his Mom making such a great adjustment to being married to one, since he really didn't have time to deal with that situation right now. The cure was going to be tricky, no doubt, the monkey magic having been caused by Alex miscasting due to the presence of a disbeliever — who knew what the protocol to undo might be?  

	He looked up to where Andover and Mandy waited, twenty feet above. How was he going to get them down? Then again, why bother? How were any of them ever going to go anywhere again?  

	He felt his mood drop like a stone (a jagged one), and quickly told himself to cheer up. He truly was grateful things weren't as bad as they easily could have been. Just because they were a thousand feet up in an ice cave in the Rangamonian Tooralls.... They could always get back to Mandy's, probably, maybe, starting with climbing twenty feet straight up, and reprising a large part of the tedious journey he'd just made to get here. And of course the day was getting late. Then, once at Mandy's, they could... he didn't know... do something.  

	This was no fun. He was supposed to be hot-tubing at Spillslightly.

	He felt a frisson of heat move through his arm, and his hand felt inflamed. There was something about this cave.  

	***  

	Alex loved the market stalls of Villamont. She had never been into town — any town — as a human before, only as a bird or a cat. At last, she could handle the fine clothes, bring the perfumes right up to her nose in ecstasy. Even if she couldn't buy most of the things today — no way to carry them — she could dream. And she could feast.  

	"Eddie," she whispered. "I need one of those peanut-sauce chicken things."  

	Stub, the fluffy little dog, sat cradled in the crook of Alex's left arm. "Yes, dear." Obviously she was going to help herself to his pieces of gold and silver, as she had been for the past three-quarters of an hour, and buy herself a peanut thing. It had early on become obvious money would be wanted, and he had relegated possession of his money pouch to her, as it was too hard to access if left beneath the dog costume. Of course he didn't begrudge her a penny. It was wonderful to see her enjoy herself so. It was just that — well, she was a big girl, and she ate in large amounts, and often. And they did need to get across the Ranaway into Tartuffe, or so she'd claimed.  

	Stub didn't like being a dog. Maybe if he could have been a big, bold dog, it would have been better, but as a little long-haired fluffball dog, he felt, well, embarrassed. Alex assured him he looked absolutely adorable, and her behavior and facial expressions seemed to back up that assertion, but Stub felt stupid, utterly idiotic. Of all the humiliations he had imagined himself sunk to, this one had never come up.  

	However, the disguise was working, and for that he supposed he ought to feel grateful. The next instant, the gratitude was real, as he looked down a cross-street and saw Tasmin.  

	Tasmin, astride Marigold! Marigold was alive! How in tarnation had Marigold...? Whoa, now Marigold had seen Alex; Stub was sure of it.  

	The big bad man was questioning women and children on the street, browbeating them to tears with harsh words and threats. Stub could hear, and see, Tasmin's gravelly baritone clearing the street before it like a plague. People ran into their homes, or into the homes of friends or even enemies.  

	Alex had heard the dark voice, too. Her eyes narrowed as she took in Tasmin. "He's got Marigold!" She looked around. "He knows me, Eddie." She ran behind a big stack of woven baskets.  

	Tasmin rode Marigold into the square. He approached the vendor who had been about to sell Alex the peanut thing.  

	"Have you seen this cat?" He jabbed at a poster pasted to a pillar.  

	The vendor shook her head. Obviously, if she had, she would have skinned it and collected the hundred gold pieces.  

	"Have you seen a girl? A beautiful black-haired girl, six feet tall?"  

	The vendor had, of course, seen that. But she didn't like this big bully. She shook her head no.  

	"I smell something," Tasmin said.  

	"Peanut chicken satay?" said the vendor.  

	"Sure, I'll have one," Tasmin said. He fished out some coins — not enough — and handed them to the seller, who gave him a small and undercooked skewer of food in return.  

	Tasmin gnawed at the meat as he spoke. "This poster offers a reward of a hundred gold pieces. That was Noah, with his puny thought processes," he said contemptuously. He savagely crossed out the number '100' with a stick of charcoal he carried at his belt. "I offer a thousand gold pieces..." — he wrote in the numbers, his handwriting was terrible — "...for this cat, or for this medallion, or for the six-foot-girl. Anyone who found all three would have three thousand gold pieces." He let the phenomenally huge sum — a pittance to himself — sink in. "You're sure you haven't seen any of them?"  

	The vendor considered. A thousand gold pieces! Her family would be set for life, through their children's children's children's generation at least. No more of this struggling, no more killing chickens every morning, noon, and night.  

	Suddenly, Marigold reared up, her golden muscles straining to unseat the villain, but Tasmin held on with vicious tenacity. He kicked her in the side and belly, and swore at her in the vilest terms. 

	The vendor watched, and she hated what she saw. And she shook her head, no, and went back to her work, a tear in her eye.  

	Tasmin kicked his heels into Marigold's tender belly and tore across the square, railing, screaming to himself and at everyone, down the brick-paved street that led to the docks of the Ranaway. "Spread the word," he roared. "There's a fortune to be made."  

	***  

	"We have to help Marigold!" Stub whispered from behind the baskets.  

	"We can't help Marigold!" Alex said. "She's okay for now. What we have to do is return the medallion, then Maura-Enna can help Marigold, and help all of us!" She peeked out from behind the baskets to make sure that Tasmin had stayed gone. "But first, I've got to have some of that chicken thing!"  

	"Are you nuts?" hissed Stub. "Darling?" he added. "You're worth a thousand gold pieces! Six foot tall, long black hair, gorgeous, how hard are you going to be to find?"  

	"Thank you," Alex said to the vendor, handing her a solid gold piece — Stub's. "For the chicken and for resisting evil." 

	"Not a problem," said the vendor, with a sad twist of her mouth. 

	Tasmin's wild ride through the square had done its work. Within a minute, people were pointing at Alex from doorways and balconies, and many ran calling to the police. Men, women, and children of every description put down whatever they'd been doing, and headed for Alex. She made sure she had a firm grip on the satay, tucked Stub into her shirt, barreled her way through a crowd, and ran like the wind, but it didn't look like that was going to be fast enough.  

	At the docks, the bridge across the Ranaway gleamed like silver (it was silver). It was heavily guarded. There was no way they could get across — police, soldiers, horse-soldiers, guns, swords, long lines, scowling faces. A deep dangerous piece of the Two-Dots stretched before them from side to side, and, from behind, quite a crowd. The shouting and commotion alerted the troops on the bridge, and now they too were leaping about and rushing here and there, mostly here.  

	Alex gulped as much satay as possible, abandoned the rest with an unattractive curse, and plowed into the water, releasing Stub's costume so he wouldn't be waterlogged and heavy. The shaggy coat floated away, and was rapidly pierced by innumerable bullets and arrows. Someone dove to retrieve it. The crowd went wild when they realized it was (or had been) a dog costume. A disguise. A disguise just the right size for a cat! The cat on the poster! Two thousand gold pieces! Everybody plowed, jumped, flopped into the water. The Ranaway hadn't been this full of people since the day the bank's armored boat had hit a rock and split wide open.  

	With a sick feeling, she heard Tasmin's deep, compelling voice call from somewhere not nearly far enough away. "Alex! I have an offer for you." 

	She swam fast as a dolphin, desperate.  

	Eddie stuck his head out through the neck hole of Alex's shirt and prepared to breathe every chance he got. They looked like a two-headed monster of motley parentage.  

	Boats were getting heavily into the action. Alex heard the relentless whacking of oars into water, as skiff after rowboat after barge made their way for her. The wave activity whipped up by all these goings-on was phenomenal, and she spat out mouthful after mouthful of pounding wake.  

	"Blast!" she cried, getting another mouthful of water for her trouble. She tried to stomp her foot, but she was swimming. She was swimming for her life, and Stub's. Behind her, hands grasped at her ankles. Unable to maintain momentum, she began to sink, then kicked her way free in frantic fury. Would she, the best swimmer in the Triangle District, be drowned? 

	 If she could make it to Tartuffe, she knew every place there, every inch of the Triangle District. She could see people waiting onshore on the Tartuffe side of the river, and some in the water offshore; were they friends or foes? Probably some of both. Had they heard about the rewards?  

	Anyway, there was no way she and Stub were going to make it to Tartuffe. Forget it. A barge loomed to the south, a police rowboat captain shouted orders from the north. To the west a hundred citizens swam in pursuit. Which would be the best pursuer to be caught by?  

	"Water tunnel rules!" came a froggy, familiar voice.  

	"Foo-wah!" Alex grabbed a flipper, she and Stub grabbed lungsful of air, Foo-wah dove, and they took off like a barracuda. Alex and Stub caught deep breaths, again and again, always prepared to go underwater or above water as the need might be. The deep deliberate breathing calmed them, and after a few minutes they started to feel pretty good.  

	They could see the Tartuffe shore, when, on one of their risings for air, Stub met with disaster. "Ow!" he cried before getting a mouthful of water, choking.  

	Foo-wah rose up close to the surface again.  

	"Oh great Porrin, no!" Alex cried. The water was bloody. A golden arrow was impaled in Stub's little shoulder.  

	"Get it out." Foo-wah was pulling them through the water at forty miles per hour, and the force of the water against the arrow was causing Stub unbearable pain.  

	"I don't think…," Alex began. 

	"Get it out!" Stub screamed. Alex grasped the arrow and pulled it out, straight and steady, considering she was holding onto a fish moving at 40 miles per hour. Stub moaned and whimpered. And bled. 

	"Oh," Alex's face crumpled, "so much better had I been hit." An arrow bounced off the water near her head. 

	"There's still time," Stub joked feebly. "Ow."

	
CHAPTER TWELVE

	Reanimating Larry

	It had taken Marcus less than five minutes from the time Lady Stub told him about the "dead-ish fellow up above" till he was staring full-face at whatever it was. It looked way worse than what "dead-ish" might suggest. "Inside out" might convey a more accurate idea of this creature's appearance.  

	The climb up the spiral staircase of ice had been easy for Marcus. He was feeling strong, better than he could ever remember. He had bounded up the slippery steps like a master elf at the peak of his form. He couldn't believe, looking back, how poorly he'd felt before, by contrast. He hadn't even known how good he could be!  

	Lady Stub and the Earl, down below, and Andover and Mandy, over there on the other wall, called up questions and comments from time to time, but Marcus didn't answer. He was riveted.  

	The ice-covered thing lay on an ice-covered slab, and was gross. Marcus assumed it was a "he" because of the clothes it wore, presumably Rangamon's idea of men's high fashion at the time this fellow got chilled. The clothes were still in pretty good shape under the ice; their wearer, however, looked like a pile of something that would quiver, had it not been frozen stiff.  

	This very old man, if that's what this was, was being held in cold storage. Marcus considered, and decided this did not look like a nice thing to wake up.  

	"Do we know who this is?" Marcus yelled down.  

	"Oh, so you're alive!?" Lady Stub yelled up, peeved at his long silence.  

	"Who is this?"  

	"Larry. Tasmin's father. Lawrence Trident, former Evil Lord of Rangamon. Tasmin said Maura-Enna did it to him!"  

	Marcus's first thought was joy, his second was to pump his fist and say "yes!" And then thought was knocked aside as light filled his spine. It wasn't exactly Maura-Enna, but she was in there somewhere, in the column of energy that pulsed from his tailbone to the top of his skull, erupting in a glorious fountain of shimmers and sparks that dropped onto his head, sizzling in his hair.  

	He became aware that the monkey — the Earl — had climbed up through the hole in the ice loft floor. "You're sparking," he said.  

	"I get this feeling I'm supposed to wake up this guy." The urge was strong.  

	"So you're as nutty as I always knew you were." 

	Marcus was hurt. He'd always thought the Earl loved him. 

	His thoughts must have been naked on his face, because the monkey said, "I do love you. But I've seen you do some nutty things. On my dime, I might add. To wake that blob would be insane." 

	There was a funny smell here. Something rare, and not unpleasant. "Do it," came a voice in his head. He didn't hear it with his ears but with his mind. It wasn't Maura-Enna's voice, he knew, but there was something of her in it. His heart flipped in his chest. His hands shook. Even his intestines rumbled. "Awaken this man to new life," the voice was telling him. "Do it."  

	"But… But…," he cried aloud. "Maura-Enna did this to him. Surely she had good reasons. Surely she didn't want him thawed." 

	"Correct," said the monkey. 

	On the other hand, you couldn't visit Larry, frozen Evil Lord of Rangamon, in his ice cave and not at least touch him — your friends would never let you hear the end of it. It would be so embarrassing you wouldn't even be able to tell the story. So he would just touch him, and see what that was like. See what happened.  

	Marcus's hand hovered over Lawrence's face. How could he touch any of this? It was frozen; he reminded himself; touching it wouldn't really be like touching. It — the thing — wouldn't touch him.  

	When his hands were a quarter-inch from touching the frozen ice-encased nose, a fierce heat infused Marcus's fingertips. Fire flamed beneath them. He was astounded and terrified, but his first and last emotion was still how cool it was. Ice vaporized into steam, and he pulled his hands away, never having touched, only having had the intention.  

	The outer ice on the blob had melted, leaving a kind of mushy layer.  

	"Ew," said Marcus. 

	"The bad fellow did something like that," the elder Earl said.  

	"What?" Marcus was shivering. He was grossed out, but felt amazing. "He thawed him?"  

	"No, but he made sparks happen, and lightning. And then later he showed us a glowing ball, and he'd gotten it from Larry."  

	"A globe! A Marcusian globe?" 

	"That sounds like what Sanibel said." 

	He couldn't have another Marcusian globe already! Impossible! Was Tasmin superhuman, to handle another globe so soon?  

	And then Marcus understood. Of course. He'd heard of true-age spells. Larry had been true-aged. He'd been made his true spiritual age; it had been made reflected in his outer being. So that would mean that Larry was powerless only in the physical world. Elsewhere, a vast river of power flowed in the consciousness informing his body — coursing through his soul — but it was utterly unable to manifest itself in the physical dimension due to Lawrence's poor physical condition, due to Maura-Enna's spell. Which is not to say the flow of energy couldn't be tapped into if a person knew the way.  

	And Tasmin knew the way. He had been stealing power from his father.  

	Marcus's heart raced to think he too might discover the way to massive power. Would it be stealing if he did it? Did he care? Would it be willingly shared? Was this where Maura-Enna was leading him? This Lawrence had been a major sorcerer. His access to the great powers would be significant.  

	A quiver from the slabbed creature made Marcus jump.  

	"That's enough," said the Earl. "I'm going to stomp on it now." 

	"No, no, don't! It's just settling a bit." Marcus scrunched up his nose at the thing, which was not only settling but starting to smell.  

	That had felt so incredible, his fingertips on fire. What would happen if he touched it again, he wondered.  

	Do it. The light surged inside him, pulling him taut as if it had been made of iron. His body radiated out from this spike of light, like a scarecrow in a windstorm.  

	With a will that seemed their own, his hands lowered towards the hulk. With a jolt of delight, he recognized a kindred, shadow self following his every move. And then he recognized the shadow self recognizing it had been recognized. 

	"I don't think I'd do that," said the Earl.  

	The Earl's tone was so negative that Marcus lost his concentration. The light dropped inside him, buzzing low, idling. "I should just leave him here like chopped liver?"  

	"Yes," the Earl nodded emphatically.  

	"No!" Marcus cried. "It feels right. I'm supposed to be doing this."  

	"If you succeed, you'll be standing in a room with an evil man. As would I. And what about Sanibel? And Andy? And that goat? You're risking us all."  

	"Not necessarily. Maybe Larry would be grateful. Gratitude opens the heart, and into an open heart comes love."  

	"Hoo boy," said the elder Earl Edgar. He made some monkey noises, of an obviously rude nature. 

	"I mean, look, Earl, look at it this way. We need this guy. Yes, I'm feeling good, but even on my best day could I teletransport myself, two other people, a monkey, a horse, and maybe a goat anywhere useful? Maybe an inch to the left I could do. Maybe. We're in dire enough straits, aren't we? Can't I just try this with this... with Larry? Maybe it will do us some good. Maybe he won't wake up but we'll get a Marcusian globe. That could get us out of here. After I rested up a bit. 

	"Larry is the only thing we have to work with. If this dead guy doesn't pan out for us, then all we've got going, as far as I can see — correct me if I'm wrong, please — is snow and ice and deadly heights and hard jagged rocks and cold whistling winds, and maybe at the end of it all, some sprouts." 

	"Ah," said the Earl.  

	Marcus wondered: If the "mere" intention of touching Lawrence had thawed him, who knew what actual touching would do? Well, he was the only one in a likely position to find out. He felt the light rising in him. He put his hands into position. He lowered them.  

	A quarter-inch above the creature's face, Marcus's fingertips grew hot. He felt exhilarated when the fire rose beneath his fingers, but when the cuff of his shirt burst into flames, he completely lost his concentration. He jumped back, and the fire went out. He gulped nervously; his heart was in his throat.  

	Why would he even consider re-animating this man? What was to gain compared to what there was to lose?  

	"Just do it," the voice told him.  

	Swell slogan, but good advice? He didn't know. But the feeling — the power — pulled him. Doing this didn't feel wrong; it felt — thrilling.  

	But, he warned himself, there was something off about this. Why would he reanimate an evil creature? If Maura-Enna didn't want this guy frozen, why had she frozen him? And if she wanted him frozen, why would she want Marcus to thaw him out now? 

	The light pulsed reassuringly. No doubt Maura-Enna had her reasons that elfboys couldn't fathom. Don't be a wimp, the voice said. Disconnect your head, the doubts, the lack of trust, the what-if's, and just do it.   

	Quickly, before he had time to think, he put his hands above the blob, in two power spots: where he guessed its solar plexus and "third eye" might be. His palms grew steamy in less than an instant. He made an appeal to Maura-Enna, please, if she could hear him, help him do the right thing. 

	Then he lowered his hands to touch the Evil Lord Trident. His fingertips burst into fire, but he felt no pain. The monkey Earl of Stubbenfield watched with almost-human eyes as Marcus touched his burning fingers to the blob's burning forehead, burning fingers to burning chest. Muscles began to move on the Evil Lord's hideous body; flames leapt from inside the quivering form. From the corners of his eyes, Marcus saw colors and shadows whooshing about. He marveled as his wounded arm repaired itself, knitted itself into gorgeous pristine flesh before his wide and gleaming eyes.  

	He felt a shadow move inside himself, and an instant of intense loneliness, and he knew Maura-Enna had gone. She had left him, but not entirely on his own. Even with her gone, his energy was huge, and it wasn't all his, and it was switching channels in an extraordinary way. He kept his hands, still flaming, on the soggy, twitching blob, but he reminded himself aggressively who he was, what he stood for. The channel-switching was intense. He could feel the pathways drawing closer together. He felt no loss of himself exactly, more the addition of another. The process was strenuous, it was strange, it was intense, but he thought he was all right. He could feel himself become the inner workings of the Lord Lawrence Trident, but he was simultaneously still entirely Marcus. Yet he could feel Larry coming to life. 

	And in a glorious rush, pulsing with heartbeats of light, Marcus tapped, through the evil lord, into that great ocean of energy. Drawing sustenance, drawing genius, from that spring of power that Larry used — this was what it felt like to be a real sorcerer. Marcus wanted it. He wanted it for all time. He wanted more. More and more power. More and more of this exalted juice flowing through him. He understood what Tasmin must have experienced, tapping into this source. He understood the craving to have it all, to be it all. 

	And then the power flow faltered. The fire on his fingers went out. At each instant, he felt much weaker than at the instant before. He was still rushing, but now downwards, fast. He heard the warning in his head and felt it in his gut: Danger! He had to stop this.  

	He flung his hands away from the defrosted devil and slid away, skidding to a stop half an inch from the edge of the ledge. His heart was pounding, but he felt like himself again — and like only himself.  

	He looked over the edge of the loft and saw that sometime during the extravaganza the Earl had rejoined Lady Stub; Marcus gave them a shaky thumbs-up. He waved the quivering thumb at Andy and Mandy, peering anxiously through their high hole in the wall. Then he turned back towards the slab and what was on it.  

	The Evil Lord was sitting up. He looked pretty good, all things considered.  

	Marcus felt pretty good himself. Even though the drop in power had been substantial, he still had more power in his little finger than he had ever dreamed of having in his entirety.  

	The villain turned his head, like it was a new experience, and gave Marcus a not unfriendly, and not unfamiliar, glare. "Hi," he said, putting out his hand. "I'm Lawrence Trident, Evil Lord of Rangamon." His voice was deep, gravelly. "Call me Larry." 

	His voice could have been Tasmin's, but without the whine. He looked a lot like a middle-aged Tasmin. 

	"Marcus Realwright. Elf-magician." He clasped Lawrence's outstretched hand, and his eyes grew wide. "Whoa!" he said, breaking away from the overwhelming power. "Are you always like that?" 

	"Like what?" Larry asked. He shrugged. He looked around. "Well, I guess you set me free, eh?" He wrapped an arm around his head and pulled, sighing happily when his neck snapped into place with an awful-sounding crack. "Think I owe you something, do you?"  

	"Not at all," Marcus said. "I hope you'll be very happy."  What in blazes had he done waking up Lawrence Trident, Evil Lord of Rangamon? He was standing here face to face with him, and what for? He was supposed to be on a couple of quests, not doing whatever this was, and in freezing cold places no less. What ever happened to hot-tubbing? 

	Suddenly, he'd had just about enough of Larry. He felt jittery with power. He was itching to release some. He wondered what he was capable of.  

	He certainly wanted out of this cave. He had been wet and/or cold and/or flaming since — he couldn't remember the last time he'd been comfortable. He thought of poor dear shivering Lady Stub down below; he thought of Andover waiting anxiously for news of Marigold.  

	They all deserved a break. They all deserved a warm hearth, warm food, warm beds. They deserved a night's sleep unbroken by nightmares of disasters. They all deserved sanctuary. And Maura-Enna would be wanting her book back anyway.  

	***  

	It had infuriated Tasmin to be so close, and lose them. But when they'd gone with that stupid fish into that stupid strait with that stupid name — he would call it Chaos Channel once it was under his evil thumb — into the deep woods and up a branching series of creeks, no boat, no horse, no one could follow. It wasn't worth wasting major magic on.  

	It wasn't a problem, really, he assured himself. Alex and the cat were obviously heading for Stonegrown Cottage. If they reached it, things would be harder, but still not a problem. He patted the Marcusian globe in his vest pocket. And he had spies and soldiers thick on the ground, right up to the edge of Maura-Enna's circle of protection. Alex and her stupid cat wouldn't find it easy to get home. 

	There was still time and means to get the medallion the easy way. He had his mental vision on high alert. If kittyboy bunkered, he'd be in for a big surprise. 

	The bunker thing had taken a while to figure out. Usually, Tasmin's mental vision was excellent. It was his skill above all others, the one thing he'd actually bothered to work on. He liked popping in on other people's privacy. He gathered so much dirt to use, and the things he saw brought him as close to amusement as he knew how to go.  

	But every time his mental vision tried to envision the medallion, or people and places around it, he had come up empty — except for, he noticed, when the cat had his blindfold on. Then Tasmin could see the medallion, could see where it was.  

	Gradually, Tasmin had put it together: If the cat couldn't see or hear magic occur, then the disbeliever was taken out of the equation. When he put on his stupid blindfold and refused to see magic, as far as magic was concerned, kittyboy ceased to exist. So magic would work. And the medallion, which had been relying on the disbeliever for protection, would be unprotected. 

	So, in theory, he didn't have to kill the cat to remove the medallion. Just covering its eyes would do? Tasmin felt little enthusiasm for this plan. Blinding it perhaps, then killing it?  

	The view from the master bedroom was world-class. Really, this was a prime piece of real estate. It had been wasted on Noah. Tasmin had had all the furniture taken out and burned, the carpets and draperies replaced with new ones. He liked grime, but not other people's grime. He'd had a few nice things moved in. The vile man had had no taste.  

	He doubted that Noah was too comfortable in his dank cell. Should he call it "Dank Dungeon"? It had been kind of dank.  

	This room he thought he'd call the Gloomy Doom Room. An intricate set of windows looked out upon the most spectacular sight in the three-country area: the two separate waterfalls, Final Falls from the Nolajz-Rangamon border; and Pantroferria Falls from the Rangamon-Tartuffe border, plunging five hundred feet into a grand churning pool. Rainbows shimmered in the mist. Jungles and plains and forests offered breathtaking vistas, stretching away from the cliffs across the water.  

	It was infuriating how good Rangamon looked from here. Not a single factory. Not a single strip mine. His lame-brained father had made a pact with Nolajz to keep this scenic area undamaged, but Tasmin had other plans.  

	Today, even more than usual, his birds were everywhere. Very nice. He envisioned some manufacturing facilities harnessing the power of that roaring water, belching out smoke and poisons.  

	Noah already had a thriving industry in Villamont cranking out gewgaws glorifying himself — plates, statues, statuettes, busts, plaques, fountains, fountain pens, all intensely unattractive, and Tasmin would turn those to himself, of course. But he would do much more. Nothing could stop him. 

	The room made a perfect command post, with its view of Nolajz, Tartuffe, and Rangamon — all three countries that would soon be his. He would put military bases on every inch of clifftop. Ruling Rangamon with an iron fist had proven to be not nearly enough.  

	It had been a rude shock to zip back to the cave for a quick pick-me-up just a little while ago, and find Larry gone. That had been a bad moment, and not in a good way. Tasmin could only hope dear old Dad had managed to improve his looks before leaving the relative privacy of the ice cave. He had enough embarrassment issues from his childhood already to deal with.  

	The cave had been empty — no Larry, no lady, no monkey. He should have finished them off while he had them stuck. Sometimes he thought, just for an instant, before he laughed himself sick (which didn't take long), that he was just too nice for his own good. 

	How had they gotten unstuck? And why had they been carrying around Vast Acts in their saddlebags? Whatever, it didn't matter. He had it now. The books had given him a little trouble earlier, flatly refusing to be unwrapped, but now he'd boned up on some spells for controlling raincoats, and thing were going to be different. Vast Acts, the font of power, would soon be in his hands. 

	But he had to face two facts: One, there would be no more energy from Larry. And two, if old Larry had emerged from that deep freeze in any kind of functional condition, he would insist on taking his kingdom back. Tasmin would still be eight years old to him.  

	Now more than ever, Tasmin must have the medallion. 

	Another thing Tasmin was a bit worried about was how he could, if necessary, put a good spin on the fact that he was supposed to — was entrusted with the responsibility to — have learned and performed various magical practices that were supposed to have revived Larry from his comatose state, many years before now.  

	Tasmin had realized that instead of schlepping himself to an ice cave in the Tooralls, he could stay home and terrorize the servants. Larry wasn't going to know the difference. Or at least he wouldn't be able to do anything about it. 

	After a while, he'd started to look carefully at the spells his father had left him — regeneration spells, spells that tapped him into a vast river of power. And at some point he'd found it worthwhile to schlepp himself to the Tooralls and explore the possibilities. 

	And he'd figured it out. Not without some mishaps. And it had taken a long time. Years. How he hated the Tooralls. But he had figured out that he could take power from his father, without reviving him, and he did it. Over and over again. It was the obvious thing to do. In a just world, his father would be proud of him. But Tasmin didn't think that was the reception he'd get. Larry had a temper. He felt a knot in his guts at the thought of encountering his father again after all these years. It was more important than ever that he get the medallion soon.  

	He wanted to get the medallion before it got too close to that stupid shack. He wanted to minimize potential for disaster and setback, and he knew that — generally speaking — the closer the medallion got to its source, the more powerful it would become.  

	And he didn't particularly want to tangle with Maura-Enna if he could help it.  She had a ridiculous amount of power. He remembered her from his childhood. For a little while there, she and Larry had hung out today, and she's really given him a run for his money. They'd gone around casting spells and giggling. And she'd always look at Tasmin like and trying to give him warm fuzzy hugs. And of course he'd heard about her exploits since, and he'd just as soon not fight her on her home territory. He'd destroy her once he got the power out of the medallion. Not long now. 

	He figured that were three ways to get the medallion. First, and his method of choice, he could kill the cat. The medallion was not going to stick to a dead disbeliever. He just had to make sure he had his hand on the medallion at the moment the cat died. He didn't want it flying off to Maura-Enna, or her tacky little house.  

	Second, he could blind the cat, and then grab the medallion. That had the advantage of leaving the cat alive to use as a hostage. But there were too many unknowns. Was it just the eyes? Did he have to do ears, too? Ears seemed to be involved, but he was unclear on the protocol. Better to kill him.  

	Third, he could use the Marcusian globe, cast a nice procure spell, have it multiplied by itself, and he'd have the medallion in no time. He could compel the medallion to come to him. He took the Marcusian globe, turned down to a mere glimmer, from his pocket. It took a lot of energy to keep this on tap. This globe, the one the elfboy had stolen, the one he'd used to get the medallion and the books. All this in three weeks! He was a god!  

	But he could only take so much. He couldn't be sure he'd survive another Marcusian globe cast, so soon after the others. He wasn't looking forward to it. But he'd do it in a heartbeat if he had to. But he needed to be closer, he needed to feel the medallion's presence, before he could risk using the globe. He had zero experience with casting a globe spell from a distance, and from what the sourcebooks said, it should be avoided, as a lot could go wrong. 

	But he could teletransport to the medallion in an instant, once he knew where it was. 

	He held up the beautiful globe, sparking gently in pink, blues, yellow arcs. After he had released the power of the medallion into himself, such spells would be easy.  

	He was halfway there. He had Vast Acts.  

	Tasmin walked out onto the veranda. The sky was dark with birds, the air filled with their squawks, and he felt a warmth of pride. His advance armies. Everywhere they went, the people gave in to them, whether they demanded food or real estate or hunting rights. And when the time was right, each bird would turn into a vicious Rangamonian solider.  

	The orange horse was tethered to a tree at the veranda's edge. She stood unmoving as Tasmin unfastened her saddlebags.  

	He set them on the nice black wrought iron table he'd had the servants install on the terrace, replacing the prior example of Vendura's execrable taste.  

	This was going to be great. Today he had his own energy, and a massive chunk of Larry's energy, and he was so ready for this. He spread his hands above the bags and gleefully boomed: 

	"Guard from rain 
Protect from sleet
But give me these books
Tout de suite." 

	He thought his French pronunciation was pretty good. But still he had to wait a miserable couple of minutes, as the air swirled colorfully about, for the spell to kick in. These books didn't like him. But they would serve him. Soon he'd have all the power of the medallion in his hands.  

	The raincoats made complaining noises as the books slowly came unwrapped. There were five all together; they had stacked themselves neatly. Only five? Out of eleven? Tasmin upended the saddlebags, shook the raincoats. Nothing. What a scam. Still — when he'd asked the great ocean of energy whether Vast Acts was there, the answer had been yes.  

	So, it was enough.  

	On the top of the stack was the green-silk-covered book he'd already seen, Common Courtesies. He glared at it and tossed it aside. The next one, yellow, was Everyday Spells, the gold was Transformation Tricks, the red was Murder and Mayhem. That was a good one! He leafed through. Yes. That was a good one.  

	And here it was, the book he needed to unleash the power of the medallion, the pink book — he didn't remember Vast Acts as pink — True Love Spells?  

	For miles around people covered their children's ears, and wished they had an extra pair of hands to cover their own. For nothing like Tasmin's screaming curses had ever been heard in Villamont, and fear struck their hearts. 

	Tasmin thrust open True Love Spells and ripped out a dozen of its beautifully drawn pages. He tore them and crumpled them and slashed them and pierced them and threw them into the thorn bushes. Then he ripped out another dozen and set them on fire with a quick and dirty spell.  

	Marigold carefully noted where the surviving pages fell.

	
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	Cat Troubles and
an Unwelcome Houseguest

	“Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow!" Stub said, as Foo-wah dragged him and Alex the last few feet up Little Rain Creek, to where it ended (or rather began) in the bumpiest of shallows. He was firmly tucked beneath Alex's shirt, in the back now, so he was relatively buffered and high and dry (though he'd learned, the hard way, to be vigilant about anticipating sudden drops in available height, such as when swimming under fallen logs). But the throbbing of his shoulder made every bump hurt; every drop of water splashed onto open, oozing skin felt like an agony.  

	Foo-wah stopped at last. He had transported them where no boat could go, into the heart of the Tartuffe Triangle District. Alex let go of his fin, rose up out of the water, and stepped out onto a small gravel beach. Deep woods crowded in on every side. It felt safe here. 

	"Thank you," Stub croaked, "for stopping."  

	Alex carefully extracted Eddie from her back, and laid him on a mossy stump.  

	"Is he all right? I swam as easy as I could." Foo-wah was threading tubing through his gills. "But with him passing out and all, we couldn't use water tunnel rules. I had to keep close to the surface and zig-zag like a Wahoo…." 

	"Don't fret," Alex said in a quiet voice. "No one could have done better." 

	The arrow had done considerable damage. Kitties were little; this arrow could have taken down a deer. It had effectively destroyed a square inch of his shoulder. The wound and its vicinity looked bloody and awful, and Alex knew it had to hurt unbearably, but it didn't look immediately life-threatening, thank the Great Fates. Although she'd certainly been wrong before. He'd lost a lot of blood. "It's not too bad," she said.  

	"Yes, it is," Stub yowled.  

	"It's not too, too bad," Alex clarified. 

	She ripped a slice from her shirt and used it to pack and bind his wound. She wanted to keep the blood from coming out and the dangers of the world from getting in, and, to the extent she could, immobilize the shoulder. Stub felt the romance of the gesture was exceeded only by the breadth, depth, and intensity of the pain involved.  

	"This is such a beautiful place," Foo-wah said. As a curious fish, he was enjoying himself. "Very natural." Mellow twilight sun showed the forest's million tints and shades of green, its leaves of every graceful shape. Lichens hung from trees in strands like fancy draperies. The ground was cushiony with moss and networks of tree roots. You couldn't walk anywhere without crushing wildflowers. Ripples in the creek's clear pools reflected light in riveting, ever-different patterns. Rocks sparkled underwater and underfoot. They were in primeval, pristine forest.  

	Indeed, civilization felt like it was a thousand miles away. 

	 Alex knew, though, that Stonegrown Cottage lay less than four miles distant. She felt strength gathering in her as she breathed the pure air.  

	Maura-Enna kept a circle of protection reaching halfway here. They were halfway there.  

	"Can I help you any further?"  

	"No, Foo-wah, thank you. The route from here is over land."  

	"I've got this terrific job opportunity...."  

	"Underwater work, I hope?"  

	"Well...." Foo-wah moved sheepishly from flipper to flipper. "Word got around that I did the tunnels in one hour and sixteen minutes, even with you two tagging along and slowing me down, what with needing to breathe. Anyway, all kinds of offers have been pouring in. I've got an opportunity to pilot one of those fast canal boats, if I want to, and I do."  

	"Above water?" 

	Foo-wah chuckled. "Villamont's an interesting town, too good to miss. Come see me — I'll take you both for a ride you won't believe!"  

	"I didn't believe that one," Stub moaned. "And I seem to remember, ow, ow, ow, you saying you'd never leave water again. Ow." 

	Foo-wah grinned. "Naw, that was somebody else."  

	Alex reached out and gave the big scaly fellow a hug. Foo-wah patted Stub's head gently. Ow, thought Stub. The fish removed and stashed his tubing and slid back into the water. He dipped his face and came up smiling.  

	"Thank you, Foo-fah," said Alex, as he swam away. Stub waved limply with his good arm. He wondered if he'd ever be able to eat fish again without feeling the nausea and dizziness, not to mention terror, of the seventeen miles of tunnels. He wondered if he'd ever feel like eating anything again. He was purring lavishly, but it wasn't the happy kind. It was a comfort to him in his anxiety and distress. 

	"Am I going to die?" Stub asked feebly. 

	"Don't be an idiot!" Alex snapped. 

	That was better! It had been scary that she'd handled him so gently, like he was going to break. 

	Alex looked at Stub, limp on the mossy stump, and considered. If she did a healing spell now, the damage to Eddie's arm would be much improved. Poor Eddie might be left a cripple otherwise. She knew how to do these rituals, and she was feeling strong. She would use Maura-Enna's energy if she had to. Now that they were so close to Homegrown Cottage, she could feel the power thrumming, vibrating in the very air. In another two miles, they'd be inside Maura-Enna's circle of protection — home free. But, looking at the wound, and gauging the blood loss that must have occurred during their long watery escape, and seeing how pale Stub's pink little kitty lips were, Alex didn't dare wait for even two miles' run, especially when the way might be thick with spies and soldiers....  

	But what if her magic wasn't working? It had been so unreliable lately; Maura-Enna said it was because Alex was so ambivalent — good and bad were both choices as far as she was concerned. She needed to get to the place where evil wasn't an option, a place where she operated from love all the time, without question. She thought maybe she could go there now. She kissed the kitty on his furry head, with deep affection. Stub suddenly felt very optimistic — about his injury, his life, the universe, everything. 

	"I'm going to do a ritual here. A healing for you. It will take a few minutes for me to get everything together." He winced, cutely. Maybe she could distract him from his suffering, while she gathered some stones and herbs. "Are you up to talking? I've been meaning to ask you about your tail...." 

	Stub was pretty much always ready to talk about himself. And it was so encouraging that she wanted to know more about him! He felt sure he could croak out some info. "I had a beautiful striped tail," he said, "but I never had a chance to enjoy it, never even had a proper look at it. I lost it within half a minute of becoming a cat. Hadn't gotten used to it, you see, having a tail, and being put immediately in a difficult situation, uh, I was far too, uh, I was a bit tipsy, and there were far too many candles about. You can probably guess how that went...? Ow, ow. That hurts, Alex, darling. Yes, it was painful, humiliating, and it stank. Burning fur. My poor tail was so damaged the doctor had to amputate." He shuddered. "And so that was my first hour as a cat." He surprised himself by starting to laugh. But it hurt, and he stopped.  

	"How sad." Alex waded into the creek to retrieve a particularly perfect rock. "What were you doing being a cat anyway?"  

	"Ah, well, the trouble started when Marcus... well, I hired him. A former girlfriend said I was a cad…" 

	"A what?" 

	"A cad." 

	"Isn't a cad someone who behaves dishonorably towards women?" 

	"Yes! That's why the whole thing was so incredible! I'd been very, very, very good to her… Ow, Alex, darling." 

	"Sorry," Alex said tightly, stuffing herbs into his armpit. "Do go on." 

	"So I said, all right, here's this Marcus fellow — he was there doing some business for Mum…" His voice broke, and he stopped. 

	"She's all right, Stub." When he remained silent, she said, "Okay, we don't know if she's all right. But what possible good will pre-worrying do?" She arranged some fragrant evergreen branches around him in an attractive way. "Keep your energy high. Now, go on, tell me the story." 

	"Smells like a room freshener around here." He heaved a big sigh, which hurt. "Don't do that, Stub," he told himself. "So I hired Marcus to do a spell to prove I was not a cad. I paid him a gold piece — to do this to me, although I must say he did refund it, although not what I'd call cheerfully."  

	"The spell being...?" She crushed a handful of mint, releasing a clean delicious aroma into the rich forest air.  

	"Are you making mouthwash?" 

	"No," Alex snapped, sprinkling mint flakes all over him. "Tell me the spell." 

	"The spell was that if I was a cad, a stack of gold pieces would appear at the girl's feet. Ow! And they would be my gold pieces. But of course since I was innocent I had nothing to lose. Or so I thought." He paused a moment. "And of course I don't believe in magic, so I knew the spell wouldn't work. I knew it was a bunch of hooey." 

	"Mm-hmm," Alex said, rolling up her sleeves. "You don't believe in magic?" She was piling beautiful rocks into a sort of altar next to Stump's shoulder. 

	"Of course not. So anyway…."  

	"But Eddie, you were turned into a cat. Obviously,  magic happened."  

	"Seriously, Alex?" 

	"Magic is real, Eddie."  

	He looked miserable. "I'm sorry, I can't see it that way."  

	"It's okay," she said, miserable at seeing him miserable. "So what happened?"  

	"Nobody's ever been able to give me a good explanation for that. Next thing I knew, I was a cat. And my tail was on fire. And in a pile in front of the girlfriend… ow! … the ex-girlfriend… ow!... no gold pieces, just goldfish. Delicious goldfish."  

	"But why? Marcus isn't that bad at casting spells"  

	"Well, yes he is." 

	"Oh," Alex said. "Oh!" It's because you're a disbeliever. Of course. But didn't Marcus know? Hadn't you been there before when he'd cast spells for your wonderful Mom?"  

	"I'd been around a few times. He did a terrible job! I could never see why Mum raved about him so much. Every time I saw him cast spells, they went wonky." 

	"Did he ask you if you believed in magic?" 

	"He told me that if I didn't believe in magic, he wasn't going to do the spell." 

	"So…?" 

	"Well, obviously, I wanted him to do the spell. I didn't need Mary Lou… ow! … coming 'round calling me that name." 

	"And you said...." Alex could see how things had gone.  

	"I said... 'Ha! What kind of idiot wouldn't believe in magic? Thinking that would convince him."  

	Alex sighed.  

	"And Marcus said, kind of full of himself, 'Indeed' and did some mumbo-jumbo." 

	"And so the spell went wrong."  

	"Spell schmell." He had to remember not to breathe too much. 

	 "You should have told him the truth."  

	"Why? Magic isn't real! His so-called spell wasn't going to do anything!"  

	"Don't ever let me find you lying to me, Eddie, or you'll be out that door so fast."  

	Out that door? That sounded wonderful. That sounded like they were in a room together.  

	"I want to hear you say it, Eddie."  

	"What?"  

	"That you shouldn't have lied."  

	He supposed it was true he wouldn't be in this predicament if he had told the truth, although the actual details of why that was so were less than sparkling clear. Admitting it would certainly be easier than tangling with Alex. "I should not have lied," he said.  

	"Okay good, now I'm going to make you all better."  

	"This doesn't involve a personality change?" 

	"Of course not." 

	"And it's not some kind of sacrifice? Or barbecue...?" Stub looked nervously at the altar-like pile of rocks Alex had built. 

	"No," Alex grinned. "This is a love offering."  

	"Oh, Alex," Stub blurted, his heart full of joy and relief. "I love you so." 

	"Oh, sweet, dear, cute — extremely cute — Eddie," Alex sighed. "I love you, too." A ferocious purr kicked in. Alex scratched Stub under the chin. They touched noses in a sweet way.  

	She loved him! So she said anyway. His purr settled down a notch. So many of his love affairs had come to nothing, or even to throwing furniture and screaming in public. It made for insecurities, a little kitty in love with a six-foot goddess. "I'm going to get turned back," Stub said.  

	It took Alex a moment to understand what he was talking about. "I know you will, Eddie. But I'll love you any way you are." She stroked the sides of his face, then stroked the velvet pouch round her neck. "Maybe when this is all over, I'll come be a cat with you for a while."  

	"You can do that?" Stub raised himself up in excitement, but was reminded by his old buddy pain to resume his reclining position. What a wonderful dream come true this was, aside from the awful pain and bodily damage.  

	"Yup." Alex slipped Maura-Enna's cat stone from the pouch. She showed it to Stub; it lay silver, warm and glowing in her palm.  

	"Oh, Alex," moaned Stub. "To be the same species as you."  

	"I know!" Alex said. "We'll get there. But right now, let's get you fixed — oh sorry, bad choice of words — let's get you healed. Let's see how your bunkering equipment is."  

	She gingerly extracted the blindfold and pillows from his pouch. "Wet." Alex wrang them out. "They'll do." She gently put Stub's accessories into place. 

	"Bunkum," he said, his voice trembling.  

	Alex closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She reached deep into her consciousness and pulled out every ounce of love she held for the little feline, which, she was surprised to see, was very, very substantial. 

	"Feline Friend feels foul.... 
Source of healing, 
Source of health, 
Physical structures, substance, wealth 
Go forward into Ellendor 
Where ride the mighty forty-four...." 

	And so on. She waved her hands over him, and he moaned, but not, she thought, in a bad way. His arm quickly showed improvement.  

	Stub was experiencing the biggest inrush of positive energy he'd ever felt. Alex was infusing him with love! This woman loved him! His purr kicked into overdrive, and he had to slow himself down for fear of burning up the engine. She loved him, he loved her, they loved each other? What could be better? What could be more perfect? What could be more — what could be more almost magical? He grinned like a maniac and felt carried away in a wave of cosmic joy.  

	But, as is sometimes the way of the world, in an instant Stub's ecstasy turned to agony.  

	He was twisted around by the scruff of his neck. Someone was pulling on the medallion, which was unresisting. It was unstuck. It was at risk! 

	Barely thinking, Stub pulled out an ear-plug. The medallion fell back onto his chest, making a half-hearted attempt to stick to him. The big orange hand tugged at it, but the medallion hung on, just barely clinging to the very, very ends of Stub's tender little chest hairs. Ow, ow, ow. Stub shoved off his blindfold, but that didn't seem to affect the medallion at all. Why was he putting all this effort into trying to get the medallion to stick to him? Didn't he want to just hand it to the bad guy and be done with all this?  

	His vision was filled with Tasmin's dirty fingernails, Tasmin's fiery eyes, and Tasmin's massive sword, coming at him like a lightning bolt.  

	Alex rubbed the cat stone. "Maur-E XYZ!" she cried. This was her and the sorceress's extra-special over-the-top emergency code, programmed to bypass all the usual protocols and make things happen fast and right, all stops out, without regard to the amount of energy it took, or even the moral consequences. She didn't care if Maura-Enna grounded her for the rest of her life. Eddie was worth everything. 

	***  

	"I always wanted to see the inside of your house. Overall, not too bad. You've got taste anyway. What do you call this room?" 

	"You shouldn't have come here, Larry. Don't try telling me you were invited."  

	Marcus strove his best to shake his head "no" from where he lay on Maura-Enna's carpet. His spine felt toasty with light, but he couldn't move very well. The vision, the elf-eared lady from the Villamont doorway, was alive and well and in his view. He smiled, slowly, the only way he could right now.  

	"No, the elfboy didn't include me in his spell," Lawrence Trident, Evil Lord of Rangamon, said. "I just tagged along." He turned to Marcus. "Just for your information, fella, that's the sort of spell you don't cast with an evil master in the room. It's too easy for him to grab on and catch a ride with you."  

	"You shouldn't have done it, Larry."  

	"Hey, it would have been nicer to come invited, but come on, when were you ever going to invite me? I wake up from seventeen years of total nothingness — so, so dull — and right away I get a chance to hitch a ride into the home of my old flame, not to mention nemesis. Tell me you think I should have passed that up. Besides, like I said, I've always wanted to see your place, you know, the decor. Who's that a picture of?" Larry walked up to the picture of Alex on the wall and looked it over.  

	"Larry, go away." This was just exactly what Maura-Enna wanted to avoid.  

	"She looks like Tasmin. She looks like me." 

	"Larry, go."  

	"Always throwing me out. I thought you 'good' folks were supposed to be friendly?"  

	"I am being friendly," Maura-Enna said.  

	"You can let me have a coupla cups of coffee after seventeen years in deep freeze."  

	"You earned that experience."  

	"Earned schmerned. Teenager, huh? Relation of yours? I'm remembering, about the time you put me in true-age, thank you very much, you were getting just that little bit plump.... Don't deny it; I know." He nodded his head toward the picture of Alex. "Is this why?"  

	Maura-Enna didn't reply.  

	"That girl is my daughter." He was alert, invigorated. 

	"She's no business of yours."  

	"So Tasmin's not my only hope, the little loser...."  

	It had only been a matter of time. Maura-Enna had always known that someday Larry would learn about Alex. She went to the kitchen to put on another pot of coffee. They'd been through two already, almost a full pot of it drunk by the monkey — the elder Earl Edgar of Stubbenfield, she'd been told — who was now, again, swinging from the loft railing to grab the overhead lamp, and from there swinging left or right, as the fancy took him, to either the bookshelves or the writing desk.  

	Maura-Enna was feeling so much better. She'd been in bed, nauseated and headachey, when this large collection of diverse souls had appeared suddenly inside her home. Their energy had helped revive her, even Larry's. And Marcus! Marcus had sent her over the moon. She smiled at him where he lay on the carpet. He grinned back, slowly, and she felt herself blushing, and thrilled  about it. 

	He'd arrived, with Larry tagging along, only a short while ago. The whole lot of them had with a flash and a pop; they'd quite literally popped in — Marcus, and the horse, whose name she'd missed in all the hubbub, and the Earl and his lovely Lady.  

	And they'd brought back Vast Acts! She hadn't seen it yet but she could feel it here. Some of the other volumes had returned, too. These new friends had brought news, and hope.  

	But no Alex. Maura-Enna felt her daughter was alive, and well, and getting closer. The medallion was getting closer, too. Just a few more miles. But all her mental messages to Alex lately had gone unanswered. And the approach was so slow. 

	Perhaps Alex couldn't fly and carry the cat, too? No, surely he wasn't that tubby.  

	"I figured out why you true-aged me."  

	"Did you?"  

	"The only way I could come back to life would be if someone was willing to share their energy with me, to take on the risks of joining energy flows with me — me, the Evil Lord of Rangamon."  

	"So-called," said Maura-Enna, with pursed lips.  

	Lawrence had said the title with an obvious relish, and from his warm spot on the floor Marcus reflected that this was not a good man to have in your house. He was appalled he'd joined energy flows with him, when he certainly would never have so much as shared a hairbrush....  

	"And, just like you hoped, my heart was touched," Larry said.  

	"Yes?" Maura-Enna, though eternally optimistic, sounded skeptical.  

	"Of course! That this young kid would do that for me! Sure, it was great. Who wouldn't be touched? I felt gratitude, and you know what that does."  

	"Promotes humility and opens the heart to the power of love."  

	"Exactly. So I'm not feeling quite so bad right now. I feel more like being, not exactly nice, but, let's say, pleasant — and seeing how that goes. I'd like to take a while, look things over, see how things have changed during my forced absence, think about it all, and then see what I want to do from here on out."  

	"Ow," said Marcus. Good, he was able to talk again. Lady Stub was encouraging him to raise his head so she could feed him asparagus soup (it was asparagus season), and it hurt.  

	Marcus croaked, "Mandy?" 

	"She went back to her cave," said Lady Stub. "Of course, we still don't know the whereabouts of dear young Edgar and that girl. Nor Foo-wah." 

	Marcus nodded. "Ow. They're a strong team." And everyone he'd tried to transport had gotten transported, without getting pieces all mixed up with each other; he'd heard such nightmare tales.  

	"That was a big spell, dear man." Maura-Enna picked up a mug of coffee and walked over to where Marcus sprawled on the rug. She knelt down beside him, and helped Lady Stub lift him up from his slouch; he rose easily now, as if he had no weight at all, and sat straight as a master archer's arrow. Lady Stub shoveled in soup, Maura-Enna poured in coffee. Marcus could not take his eyes off the sea green eyes of the sorceress.  

	"Maura-Enna," he said. With great effort, he took her hand and kissed it. It was probably a good thing his eyes weren't working very well, so he didn't see the trail of asparagus puree he left across the back of her hand.  

	"Marcus."  

	He grinned like an idiot and felt like it suited him. His voice sounded strange to himself. "I usually have more energy. And I feed myself."  

	"Teletransporting beings without their knowledge takes a lot of energy. And then when Larry tagged along — there's a large anti-Lawrence spell protecting this house, and he used your energy to overcome it."  

	"It was my energy, he took it from me," Larry said. He was prowling through the kitchen, opening cabinets.  

	"And who did you take it from, Lawrence?" 

	"Hmmph." 

	"He earned it by reanimating you."  

	"Well he didn't keep it very long, did he? Shoulda done better. Got any meat around here?" Lawrence was eyeing a carrot warily. "Sweets?"  

	"There's smoked salmon in the pantry, fruit in that bowl. Larry, I want you to eat, quickly, and go. Surely you have things to do."  

	Larry was making poor sad little boy faces.  

	"That is so unattractive," Maura-Enna said. "You can see I have a full house and no time for you. You are not invited, and I want you to go."  

	"Go where? Do I even have a home after seventeen years?"  

	"I don't know. Why don't you go see?"  

	"Good salmon! Mmmm. I like it here." 

	Maura-Enna poured another sip of coffee between Marcus's lips.  

	"Ah!" he sighed, swimming in her eyes.  

	Larry tried, but failed, to ruin the moment with a massive belch. 

	"Oh! We brought you something," said Marcus. He tapped on the bag next to it. Maura-Enna opened it, and the raincoat-wrapped package flew into her lovely hands. The outerwear flowed away, like magic, and the violet volume lay in her hands, radiating happiness. She kissed Marcus on the cheek, turning him beet red. "Thank you, my dear man."  

	Earlier, Maura-Enna had gratefully taken the five spellbooks from Andover's saddlebags and placed them on the shelf above the altar.  

	A sculpted work of art, the freeform cob altar was inlaid with tiles and glass and mica and shells and varieties of wood, pieces of meteorites and stardust, river gold, marsh mallow fluff, cloud lining…. From where he sat, Marcus could see his own reflection and the reflection of Maura-Enna dancing together in the little bits of glimmer. On the altar were silken spines of half a rainbow of colors.  

	The sorceress set down the coffee and leapt up, spry as a young deer (no way she was a thousand and fifty years old!). She reverently placed Vast Acts, Volume One on the altar with the others. The very air shimmered with delight.  

	Maura-Enna," he said the name in wonder. "We met in the market. Do you remember?" 

	She nodded, smiling into his eyes. "It was a dream." 

	"For me, it was real." 

	"It was real for me, too." 

	"But Alex said you didn't know me." 

	"Well, I didn't know you as the head of a traveling cat circus," she smiled. 

	Marcus was thrown for a bit of a loop. "Not on my résumé last I looked." "I wondered if I… if I wanted you so much I brought you there."  

	Maura-Enna smiled full into his face, rosy-cheeked. "Such things have been known between true loves, perhaps when one was sleeping."  

	"See then," said Marcus. "That's what it was."  

	"I doubt that very much," Larry said. 

	A sudden crack of horse nose on glass got everyone's attention. The monkey Earl bounded over to open the window for Andover.  

	"Ladies, Gents. Excuse me." He was speaking in a rush. "There's nae news here of Marigold. I'm off to find her, and I'll appreciate any suggestions as to how best to go about it, not being familiar with this part of the world. I figure the tubes would have brought Alex and Stub into Villamont much earlier in the day so it's possible they're in Tartuffe by now. Maybe Marigold is close behind."  

	With Tasmin astride her, Marcus thought. He knew the vision had to haunt Andy.  

	"Why not just wait for her here, dear horse?" Lady Stub suggested. "Stay here safe, dear boy."  

	"I canna rest till she stands beside me again."  

	Marcus and Lady Stub nodded in sad understanding. Larry looked bemused. "Fascinating," he said.  

	Maura-Enna moaned suddenly; her face became a mask of frowning concentration. "Wait!" she called. "Horse! We seek the same place. I'm going with you. Larry, go home. Marcus, you're in charge."  

	In charge of what, he wondered. Don't go, he thought.  

	Maura-Enna threw her cape around her shoulders, climbed through the window, leapt onto Andover's back, and was gone. 

	***  

	The stone kicked in instantly. Bam! Alex was a cougar. She'd done this before, and it suited her. She sprang at Tasmin — whose sword was headed for Eddie's neck — with a blood-curdling scream, but then recoiled, stunned. Her back legs were stuck to the ground.

	Tasmin nonetheless cried out in surprise and fear. There hadn't been a cougar there a second ago. Then he cried out again. The cat was now a man! 

	Whatever. All in a day's work. He longed to slice the cat's — the man's — head off, but first he had to deal with another cat, a 600-pound one, which was slashing at his back. He turned around and was instantly reminded of the stick spell he'd invoked a minute ago, routinely, almost without thinking, and started to laugh. 

	"I'm human. I'm human. I'm human." Eddie thought. Then: "But why? But why? But why?" His mind was stuck in a rut. "I'm alive," he tried instead. Then, "I'm stuck." He had tried to run forward and had recoiled like a spring, and bobbled back and forth a few times. He was stuck to the altar by his derriere. He seemed to be naked. His jeweled collar sat beside him; there on the ground lay Alex's clothes. The medallion was flopping loose on his chest. "What?" he cried. "It's not stuck!" Again, his first instinct was not to take it off, but to get it to stick to him, to keep it safe, and that surprised him.  

	Again the cougar lunged at Tasmin, snarling, fangs dripping. Holy meow, what a cat. Stub knew it had to be Alex, in fact rather recognized her, and he felt a fear that ran deeper than his current situational terror. If that was Alex, surely she was far, far out of his league.  

	As Tasmin slid towards her with his sword gleaming, somehow, despite its filth, Eddie felt utter despair, and a massive surge of adrenaline. 

	His hind end was stuck, but his legs and arms were available. Powerless to locomote, he flailed at Tasmin like a baby throwing a fit. But the jabs got Tasmin's attention. He slashed at Alex, driving her back, then turned his sword to Eddie.  

	Then he saw the medallion loose on Eddie's chest, and grabbed it. He wailed an otherworldly series of tones as he ferociously strove to yank the chain over — or through — Eddie's head. Those darn pointy little ears kept getting in the way. "Enough!" He swung his sword to make it easy. 

	Eddie heard a horse neigh and was thrilled to glimpse Marigold, standing to the side of the fracas. As he gathered himself for the last act of his life — as he grabbed for Tasmin's sword — he was pleasantly shocked to find that his last thoughts were not going to be of himself, but of intense joy for his dear friend Andover.

	
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	Direst of Dire

	Larry snooped around, opening every drawer, scanning every shelf, picking up every liftable thing. In his opinion, Maura-Enna could have used an interior decorator; the place was a little too cute for his tastes, all the flowers and colors and wavy-swirly motifs. Too much green, blue. What was she thinking?  

	Where had she gone?  

	"Is my boy causing some sort of trouble?" He asked Marcus, who sat, dazed, on the floor.  

	Lady Stub wiped the elf-magician's chin.  

	"Thank you, Lady Stub. Yes, Larry, your son is causing trouble.  He stolen Maura-Enna's medallion, we got it back, now he wants it again."  

	"Of course he wants it again. Maura-Enna's medallion. Probably the one containing all the power she stole from me."  

	"Where did you get the power?" Marcus asked, striving for a casual tone.  

	"Stole it. Most of it. Stealing's hard work. I earned it."  

	"So Larry? Maura-Enna wants you out of her house." Marcus made his voice as firm as it could get at the moment, about the consistency of pudding.  

	"Of course she does. Aren't you curious?"  

	"About what?"  

	"About what happened in the ice cave?"  

	"Well." Marcus knew he shouldn't let himself be drawn into more conversation with this man, but the temptation to know.... "I'm not totally clear how I raised you up, how I got the power. I mean, the cave felt good, I was feeling strong, but the power that brought you back was not... mine."  

	"Of course not. A little of it was your connection to the great powers, and the rest was my connection. You tapped into my tapline to the universal life force. You stole my energy, just like Tasmin was doing, the little jerk."  

	"Tapline?"  

	"Standing orders, anytime I want, I go grab myself a handful of power. You know the energy river I'm talking about. Let's say the opening, the pipeline, between me and the great powers is this big." He made a circle with his fingers — his fingernails were long, sharp, broken, dirty — about a foot in diameter. "That's because I pay attention to it; we have a relationship; I get a certain amount of power. Yours might be a quarter-inch. Someone who pays no attention to the hidden river, their opening may be all sludged up. They don't get a lot of power. You can change the size of your pipeline. You do change it; you're the only one who can."  

	Larry put a huge handful of dates into his mouth, which didn't make him any easier to understand.  

	"My pipeline was big because I'm a master sorcerer. This is what I do. And I'm good at it. Or I was, and I will be again, very soon. Tasmin tapped into it almost every day for the past three weeks. The little jerk." Marcus could hear some paternal pride. 

	"Three weeks? He's only been doing this for three weeks?"  

	Larry nodded. "Took him years to figure out how to do it. He's a dunce. The first whoomph of power he stole knocked him flat on his butt. It was hilarious. I don't know, though, ya gotta be proud of the boy. He did what I raised him to do. None of this being nice."  

	"But when Tasmin exchanged energy with you, why didn't you defrost?"  

	"He never exchanged energy with me. He took it. Intention was the difference. Your good ones, his bad ones."  

	"But since you had all that power, why didn't you just reanimate yourself?"  

	"'Just' reanimate myself? You're as dumb as he is. I had no physical wiring to use the power. Someone had to do it for me. Someone had to regenerate me physically. Which was you. Kind of dumb, buddy. Why'd you do it?" 

	"I must have had a good reason. You would think so."  

	"Was it because of Maura-Enna?"  

	"I felt like she encouraged me to do it."  

	"She was in the ice cave?"  

	"No, she was in me."  

	"That sounds like her. Always in your head and heart, always hoping that if she does something nice for you, you'll start acting the way she wants you to. Crazy controlling chick. I don't know what we ever saw in each other.... So you became a channeler for the universal urge to life and goodness. And here you are, flat on your butt, feeling like you've been run over by a llama caravan." Larry's laughter shook the window panes like a winter storm. 

	"As a result of my act of faith," Marcus said, "Tasmin no longer has your energy on tap for his use."  

	"Not unless I give it to him."  

	That didn't sound promising. "Larry," said Marcus. "Goodbye." 

	"You're leaving?"  

	"No, that would be you."  

	"If you're counting on my sense of social etiquette to get me out of here, you're kidding yourself." Larry took a deliberate seat at the kitchen table and attacked a bunch of grapes. "I'm going to wait right here until my boy shows up."  

	***  

	Eddie grabbed for the sword, but its momentum was awesome and its edges were sharp. "Ow!" he screamed. Maybe attacking the weapon of a maniacal sword-wielder with his bare hands was not a great idea. But it was the only one he had. And he had managed to knock the sword awry, and Tasmin was being forced to draw it back again to take another swing. 

	Suddenly, Eddie felt a weight remove itself from around his neck, and wondered if it was his head.  

	"Stop!" came a woman's powerful voice. "I have the medallion." 

	Maura-Enna stood serene, where the little beach met the darkening rainforest, nearly invisible in her green cape. She wore the medallion around her neck.  

	"That annoys me," said Tasmin. "I think I'll just kill this young man to make myself feel better." He casually dragged his sword back and forth across Eddie's throat.  

	"No!" the cougar screamed in a half-human voice. She was quivering with rage, muscles tensed, longing to leap. 

	"No? Give me the medallion," Tasmin said to Maura-Enna. He knew it was a longshot. A man's life for the medallion. But he thought he'd try it. Good people sometimes just folded like clean laundry, as soon as you started threatening their loved ones. If this didn't work, he'd kill the guy, then try the globe. What bad luck, to have to wrest the thing from the sorceress herself. Although she was outside her circle of protection.... 

	Meanwhile, Andover had been searching for Marigold, and when he saw her, cowering under a dogwood tree that grew on the little beach — she was stuck to the ground but otherwise unharmed — bliss filled his sturdy body. He longed to run to her, but didn't dare do it just now. And then Marigold saw Andover. And the two equines became unaware of everything except each other. 

	Maura-Enna stood, solemn-faced, dim in the low light of the gathering dusk. The sun had just sunk below the horizon, and there was a chill in the air. She had the medallion. But by the time she would have spoken the first syllable of the spell to release its power, the cat-man would be dead.  

	"This fellow is the very same cat who has been such an incredible pain," Tasmin said. "I've been considering a particular death for him, involving birds. But this one will do." He twisted the sword into Eddie's throat a little bit, drawing blood.  

	The cougar screamed.  

	"You like this kittyboy, little sister?" Eddie gasped as the cold metal jumped against his throat. He would have given anything to have taken away the expression on the cougar's face. "Oh, didn't you know?" Tasmin snarled. "The sorceress consorted with evil, in the form of my father, Lawrence Trident, and you are the result."  

	Eddie thought things could not get too much worse, except for the actual being tortured and dying. That was the only step left, and he was standing at the threshold. Then he realized things could be much worse — if Alex were to be damaged, or killed. If he had to leave this world, how could he protect his dear one? He felt an ache deep in his heart, and in that moment his knowledge of the nature of true love grew deeper than he'd ever suspected existed — for all the good it would do him in the next five to ten heartbeats of life left to him.  

	Maura-Enna considered. She already had placed the strongest protect spell on the cat-boy that she could muster; it was just his time of peril, and there was nothing more she could do about that. She knew she couldn't open the medallion in time to save him, and she suspected that if she used her currently less-than-impressive magic, Tasmin would blow them all to smithereens. She knew he had a globe in his pocket. She could feel its thrum and vibration; its seductively muted light spoke of vast power held at bay.  

	She thought it likely, from what she'd seen and what she could feel, that she was in the presence of true love between Alex and the young man. It was hers to choose: to allow a madman to kill her daughter's true love, or to allow a madman to gain vast power over innocent souls, in which case many thousands, perhaps even Alex's true love, would suffer and die.  

	Maura-Enna's choice was clear. She would never be able to maintain any kind of a relationship with her daughter if she killed the boyfriend. No possible explanation or excuse would suffice.  

	"Shall I kill him, sorceress?" Tasmin pulled at a hunk of his greasy hair. "It's up to you."  

	"No, Tasmin. I'm prepared to give you the medallion."  

	A huge collective gasp went up from the clearing; a sob came from the cougar. A long silence followed, broken by the hum of the Marcusian globe Tasmin now held aloft in his left hand. The strobing flashes were hard on the eyes.  

	"Give it to me," Tasmin said brusquely.  

	Maura-Enna removed the medallion from around her neck and kissed it.  

	"All right," she said, "here's the deal...."  

	"What do you mean, the deal....?"  

	"The deal."  

	"No deal." Tasmin thrust his sword at Eddie's throat. Alex shrieked, but Eddie was getting a little bored with all this terror.  

	"If you kill him," said Maura-Enna, "I'll release all the power of the medallion into myself. After that, the best you can hope for, if I'm feeling nice, is to take your father's place in that ice cave."  

	Tasmin snarled. "You'll be dead before you can do it, and so will your friends."  

	"You think so." Maura-Enna held out the medallion. "Here's the deal. You give me the globe; I give you the medallion."  

	"Why would I give you the globe?" 

	"Because then I'll give you the medallion," Maura-Enna pointed out reasonably. If Tasmin got the medallion but kept the Marcusian globe, he'd destroy them all. But if he got the medallion and she had a Marcusian globe, he wouldn't mess with her. He'd go get Vast Acts and learn the spells and become vastly powerful. Then he would mess with her, but by that time these loved ones would be safely away from him. 

	If Tasmin got the medallion and unleashed its power, she'd just have to go out and have another fight, like the one she had with Tasmin's Dad back in the day. She might get killed. Probably things would be ugly for a while. But at least she wouldn't have sacrificed her daughter's true love — a sacrifice that was not hers to make.  

	Tasmin couldn't believe she would make such a trade. It didn't seem like a good deal for her. With the medallion, she could make a million Marcusian globes. Of course, the minute she tried to do anything, he'd kill the cat-man. He tried to think it through: if he gave her the globe....  

	"You'd use it against me." 

	"Use the globe in the presence of a disbeliever in magic? What kind of irresponsible sorceress do you think I am? All I want is for you to leave without harming anyone. I will not strike out against you. You have my word. Lay down the globe, and the medallion is yours." Maura-Enna pointed to a spot on the ground halfway between them.  

	"Lay down the medallion," Tasmin said, pointing to the same spot. 

	Maura-Enna and Tasmin moved towards each other, first shadowed forms, then images etched in crystal clarity by each rhythmic pulse of the globe's pure light, illuminating the cougar's head etched on the medallion's face.  

	At the moment Maura-Enna released the medallion to the ground the cougar changed to a smooth blank: the repository of power hung between universes.  

	And then, as Tasmin snatched up the medallion with a triumphant cry, a falcon's image seared into its golden surface.  

	Tasmin had not placed the Marcusian globe on the ground, of course. He still held it in his hand. Maura-Enna had expected this, and she reached out her hand to connect with the globe, and channeled it all away from him, like stealing candy from a baby.  

	He looked at her in fury, then laughed. He had the medallion!  

	He lay down his sword and slipped the golden chain over his head. Then he unbuttoned his shirt and secured the medallion directly to his chest with a strong stick spell.  

	He would give the sorceress no chance to use the globe. She had given her word, and, since she was so disgustingly Good, it would not be easy for her to break it. He was going to slow her down — way down. She was outside her circle of protection, and looked pretty well used up; keeping the Marcusian globe going could be the final, fatal drain on her energy....  

	In a heartbeat, he pulled a small but sharp knife from his belt. His eyes were drawn to Maura-Enna's eyes, and he saw perfect peace — and exhaustion — as she watched him throw the knife straight and hard at her heart, where it stuck. He felt energy sucked from himself like water going down a drain. Maura-Enna  fell to the ground instantly, making no sound.  

	The cougar screamed. Eddie tried to run to the sorceress, completely unsuccessfully, he having forgotten that his bottom was attached to a stump.  

	He was okay. He'd taken a little bit, but she was done for. There'd be no more trouble from that good woman.   

	The cougar strained towards her fallen mother, and Tasmin laughed at her, if you could call it laughing. "Time to toughen up, Sis." He snatched up the Marcusian globe, which had fallen onto the ground beside the sorceress. He jauntily tossed it into his pocket. He was on top of the world — a medallion around his neck, a globe in his pocket.  

	He thought about checking to make sure the sorceress was dead, but the memory of his energy, his very self, being pulled out of him.... He shuddered. She was no longer an issue. That's all he needed. She could keep the knife.  

	Sister would be easy to turn, or kill, later, with no mother to guide or protect her. He'd have to think about it. Did he want a side-kick? Now he could take over that stupid cottage, add it to his real estate holdings. What would he call it? Spoiled Sanctuary? 

	"Should have stayed home, Sorceress," he said to the unhearing form on the ground. "Should have minded your own business. But since you didn't, I'm going to go to your home and mind your business for you."  

	Marigold was still stuck right where he'd left her, but as Tasmin approached her, a second horse came running up. The butter-colored steed positioned himself protectively in front of Marigold, and slashed his hooves at Tasmin, who bellowed in fury.  

	"You're the horse who burned my back! And my hair." He waved his hand, and Andover was stuck. "I'll show you what pain is!" Yanking a whip from his belt, Tasmin slapped at Andover again and again. Andy stood it with hardly a flinch, while Marigold cried. Andy's fury rose to think Tasmin might have treated or might ever treat her this way.  

	"Do you have my books?" Tasmin yelled, with another vicious flick of his whip. He rifled through Andover's saddlebags and found no books, and was inspired to another round of lashings. He was vaguely aware of a cougar's weeping. 

	Where was the book? Like the medallion, its home was Stonegrown Cottage. Maybe it had found its way there. Or maybe some of the little band of losers had actually taken it there. If Vast Acts was there, fabulous. If not, he would await its arrival there, wait for the elfboy or the monkey  to show up, unsuspecting. Tasmin would have no trouble entering Stonegrown Cottage now that the sorceress was out of the picture.  

	"You stick here, you bad horse," he said, slashing at Andover twice more. "I'm coming back to administer a special death to you. If the jackals get you first, oh well, I'll survive."  

	Eddie, meanwhile, had been thinking. Why had Tasmin's stick spells been working? And he was pretty sure he knew the answer. It was the same reason he was no longer a cat: He was no longer a disbeliever in magic. At the moment when he was about to die, his heart, his mind, his entire being was filled with his love for Andover and the power of Andy's love for Marigold. It had, in fact, been a magical experience. How weird was that? And he had finally, finally, seen the light. Magic is real. 

	He wondered briefly why his magical love for Alex hadn't broken the spell, but decided to worry about that another day. 

	Tasmin climbed onto Marigold, and there was nothing Andover could do. The horses' eyes made intense adieus, and then Marigold, along with her nasty rider and his medallion, disappeared into thin air.  

	Andover made a long neigh of pain and frustration. He bitterly regretted not having paid more attention to the unstick spell Marcus had used in the ice cave.  

	***  

	Marcus sat tense on one end of the couch, as Larry sprawled across the rest of it. His system was overloaded. He wanted the evening to be over. Larry just went on and on and would not leave. What a nightmare.  

	Then, a further nightmare. Marcus looked up, instinctively, and saw Tasmin standing at the window the Earl had earlier opened for Andover.  

	Well, at least maybe Larry would leave now. But what about the protection circle around the house? Why wasn't it working? Marcus would not articulate his fears.  

	He watched Tasmin climb in through the window.  

	"Full house." Tasmin's good mood was obvious, and struck terror in Marcus's heart. The nasty voice filled the room. "Nice so many of you are here. An actor likes to have an audience. And I intend to act." He nodded at the window. "You didn't have to make it this easy for me, elfboy. It's embarrassing."  

	Marcus felt the intended shame, and humiliation, and sorrow for the failure he was. He'd been left in charge of protecting the sorceress's sanctuary, and he'd let the bad guy come in through an open window.  

	"You little jerk!" Tasmin jumped a mile, as Larry emerged from the shadows. Larry strode up and clapped his son on the shoulder.  

	"Hi, Dad. I saw you got thawed."  

	"Saw that when you came back to steal some more energy from me, did you?"  

	Tasmin looked determinedly everywhere but at his father. "No idea what you're talking about," he muttered. 

	"You've grown," Larry said.  

	"I was eight years old when you left." Tasmin was sweaty, and he smelled bad. Being used to the cold climate of Rangamon, he was always overdressed everywhere else. Although his shirt was open halfway to his naval like a lounge singer — to display, keep an eye on, and access the medallion — he still wore a vest, and an overcoat, and, Marcus suspected, two or three pairs of pants, and multiple sets of wool socks. His boots looked suitable for hiking in the Tooralls.  

	Marcus's clothing had by this point been reduced to rags, and had started out as articles of clothing worn by a nanny goat. 

	"Hope you didn't pay too much for that haircut." Larry grimaced as he walked around Tasmin, taking him in from every angle. "What's that you've got there?" The Evil Lord reached for the chain around Tasmin's neck.  

	"A medallion," Tasmin said, stepping smartly away, his eyes narrowing in a kind of smile.  

	Marcus hid a gasp as he saw that it was true. It showed a bird now, not a cat, but it was the medallion. Stub, Alex, no, please, they would never have given it up willingly. And what of Maura-Enna? Please, please, let them be okay.  

	He felt despair. He had some power. But to try to use it would be the death of him. Tasmin, powerful and heavily armed, his father beside him. Larry seemed sort of nice, but he had not gotten the title Evil Lord of Rangamon for no reason. And he was a master sorcerer.  

	Tasmin turned to Marcus, who was still on the couch, then to Lady Stub, sitting in a comfy chair, then to the monkey Earl, who was hanging from the loft railing. "I want the book. You can make this very difficult for yourselves, or perhaps a bit less difficult. Where is Vast Acts?" 

	"Fast Ax?" Lady Stub asked, annoyed.  

	"Vast Acts," he enunciated clearly.  

	"Volume One?"  

	Tasmin hesitated. There was more than one volume? He decided to fake it, having no choice. "Of course!"  

	"Try the bookshelf," Lady Stub said. She pointed to the altar. After all, he was going to find it in a minute anyway.  

	Tasmin walked to the altar, where he casually tipped a gorgeous glass incense burner to the floor. It shattered in a way he clearly liked, and his father smiled fondly.  

	Then Tasmin saw the books. He reached to pull out the one on the end, the one cloaked in violet silk.  

	***  

	Alex slipped the cat stone back into her pouch. She slipped back into her clothes. She hoped this just-completed transformation, back to her human form, would be the last needed for a while. She was impressed and grateful that she had been able to make the changes, but each one took a lot out of her.  

	But she needed to be in human form to minister to Maura-Enna. The sorceress continued to breathe, slow and shallow, but showed no signs of consciousness at all.  

	In the moonlight, with infinite care, Alex removed Tasmin's knife from Maura-Enna's chest. This was her mother's blood, and it shouldn't be having to act like this. It should be flowing in its natural pathways, humming along, not spilling from her body. She hated Tasmin at this moment as she never had before. Her brother, her half-brother, how awful beyond words. Maura-Enna, how could you?  

	The sorceress said nothing, did nothing. She had been unconscious from the instant the knife cut her. Alex stanched the flow of blood with yet another strip from her shirt, causing wardrobe consequences which would have, in happier circumstances, thrilled Eddie.  

	He stood a few feet back from the sorceress, afraid of hurting her, feeling helpless despite now having full range of motion. He was wearing sundry items he'd found in Andover's bags, creative attire for sure. He couldn't believe he'd been stark naked and barely given it a thought. He couldn't believe he was alive. 

	And Alex was human. And he was human. Yet he was oppressed with a deep sadness. His heart ached for Maura-Enna and the loss of all she did in the world, and for his love. If Maura-Enna died, would Alex ever be all right again? Would she ever forgive him for his part in this disaster? Would she ever see her mother giving her life for him as anything other than a very poor trade?  

	It had taken Andover a while to remember the unstick spell, but once he'd gotten it, he'd used it with gusto. Eddie had actually jumped so high he'd hit his head on an oak branch, twelve feet up. 

	"We have to get her home," Alex said quietly. She was gathering wild plants. She took time to no more than glance at the handsome man her cat had become.  

	"But that's where Tasmin was going,"  

	"She's still stronger there than anywhere else. Home is her sanctuary, and it's where she needs to be to heal. This is a terrible wound, Eddie."  

	"But if Tasmin is there…." 

	"I'll destroy him." 

	"Realistically…," Eddie said, and Alex turned to him with eyes full of hatred. "We'll do it," he said. "It will be very realistic." 

	Alex conducted a brief healing ritual, her sincerity and love and need drawing in huge power, visible and audible and tangible, but Maura-Enna showed no improvement. Alex then cast a spell, and her power felt strong, but, again, Maura-Enna seemed unaffected. 

	Alex climbed atop Andover; then, with the utmost care, Eddie handed Maura-Enna up to sit in front of her. Lolling her unconscious head against her daughter's strong body, her daughter's arms wrapped fiercely but tenderly around her torso, Maura-Enna drooped like an empty sack. Andover ran, Eddie close behind, and somehow they intuitively knew how to stay clear of spies and soldiers and where to put their feet and hooves in the darkening forest, as they raced towards the forces of darkness.

	
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	Sticky Time for Tasmin

	Stick spells were Tasmin's second specialty, after mental vision. He hadn't really put much work into it, but he'd picked up a fair amount here and there. He knew probably eighty percent of the stick spells out there and had invented a few himself; and he knew a lot of unstick spells. In a low-key way, so as not to be embarrassed in case of failure, he tried a couple of the better ones on the stuck tome. Nothing. He made another physical tug at the book, this one tentative, secretive. Stuck. And with no ordinary stick spell, of course. How frustrating to be so close to vast power, and yet so far. Who could get that book for him? Well, the globe could, but he wanted to save that to use with the release spell itself. And Maura-Enna could, but that was no good; he had just put a knife in her heart....  

	He grinned. He looked around the room. His father was looking at him quizzically.  

	"Hey Dad," Tasmin said, trying to look like a cute evil eight-year-old. "Any ideas how to..."  

	"Is it stuck?" Larry tugged at the book. "Don't you know any unstick spells, son?"  

	"Of course I do, Dad, this is an extreme stick spell."  

	"Why don't you use that Marcusian globe you've got in your pocket?" Larry reached and grabbed it, and held it up as if he'd been doing it all his life.  

	"Hey...."  

	"Hey what?" The two Tridents glared at one another: narrowed eyes, flared nostrils, cheeks flushed orange.  

	"It's my globe," Tasmin said. 

	"You stole it," Larry said quietly. "It's made with my energy."  

	"I have no idea what you're talking about."  

	"Year after year your old man stayed frozen and you did nothing" — he shouted the one word, then resumed a quiet voice — "to help. Even though you were sworn to." Father's and son's eyes both narrowed in tandem. "And you, finally, figured out that the stream of energy still ran within me. And you figured out, finally,  how to steal it from me." 

	"You finally figured out that if you stayed on your own channel, but shifted the focus just a little, touched just the right spots, you could tap into the ocean. Steal my energy! It didn't take a genius. Good thing! And there I was, unable to defend myself, unable to use my own energy. Maura-Enna's fault." He dropped a crystal salt shaker, to shatter on the floor. "You took advantage of me, full-tilt at every turn. And I'm proud of you son; I am. You did what I taught you. But maybe one or two of the things I taught you weren't exactly on target."  

	"You going soft, father?"  

	"Don't worry. I'll be taking my rightful place. And I'll be wanting my title back." 

	"Sure, Dad, whatever you say." Dad wasn't going to matter here in a minute. Tasmin touched the medallion, stuck securely to his chest. "Now how about giving me that globe back?" 

	Larry laughed. "Sure, son. You stole it fair and square." He tossed the globe back to his son, who fumbled it for a scary moment before getting a solid grip. "It's hot, huh? Not if you do it right. Amateur. Go ahead. I don't need it. I got a million of them. Why don't you just throw the globe at this little problem?"  

	"I prefer to save it."  

	"You have a better use for it coming up? You were planning maybe to be holding the globe when you released the power, thereby cubically multiplying the power of the release spell by itself."  

	So he knew what was up. "Who wouldn't?"  

	"Do you have any idea what that would do?" Larry took the stance of the classic exasperated father, his hands on his hips, mouth set hard, eyes boring holes into this idiot he had helped create.  

	"It will make me supremely powerful."  

	"It will make you oatmeal."  

	"No."  

	"Chopped liver then. It's a spell for giants, boy. You're not ready!"  

	"Ha! Look what I've done already! Anyone who could come this far is ready!"  

	"Or a bumbling idiot with the luck of the Irish! On your mother's side. What do you plan to do with this supreme power?"  

	"Whatever I want." He sulked for a moment. "You're not the boss of me." 

	"Larry, stop him!" Marcus cried.  

	"Now, Marcus, you know I'd like to help you," said the Evil Lord of Rangamon. "But a boy has to be allowed to make his own mistakes." 

	***  

	"Tasmin's in there!" Alex, still atop Andover, pressed her face was pressed up against a small, high, obscure dining room window. There was Marcus, and Lady Stub, and the monkey was hanging from the loft railing. "And there's some strange guy."  

	Andover stretched his neck to look. "Lawrence Trident."  

	Alex's father. The two bad guys were in Stonegrown Cottage, and they were both her blood relatives. She looked at Maura-Enna, lying limp against her, and felt great urgency. She had thought surely Maur-E would have started recovering, so close to home, but no, nothing. There had been strong poison in that knife, and a wicked spell to go with the sharp cutting blade.  

	Eddie climbed onto a barrel and had a look at the Evil Lord he hoped would be his future father-in-law. There was Marcus on the couch, staring into space. 

	And then suddenly, to Eddie's shock, Marcus looked right at him. They locked eyes.       `            

	How could the young Earl Edgar of Stubbenfield be at the window? Grinning at him! Marcus tried to keep from smiling. Stub was alive! And he was — Marcus struggled to work it out — not a cat! His spirits rose far more than they logically should have. Did Stub know where Maura-Enna was, how she was? He'd felt the light in his spine grow dim, a while ago now, and it was making him crazy. He gave a tiny, discreet nod in Stub's direction. He hoped to high heaven that Stub had a plan. He probably didn't, though. Maybe Andover. Or even Alex. Someone, do something, he prayed. He reached across to the chair to take Lady Stub's hand. Why was the Earl hanging from the loft? Why didn't he come down and comfort his Lady? Spend their last moments together. Maura-Enna. Where are you? 

	Tasmin raised the Marcusian globe. If it was going to be such a hassle to get the book unstuck, he was just going to use the globe. He could get another one later, or just do Vast Acts and the medallion without it. He was sick of this whole scene. "I don't like any of you," he said. "I'm going to destroy you all." He'd use the globe to unstick the book and kill all these vermin. Two for one. Then, when they were all out of the way, he'd do the Vast Acts spell and grab the power in the medallion.  

	"Even me, son?"  

	"Come on, Dad." Tasmin's arm was getting tired, so he brought the globe back down. "Imagine me waking up from a Marcusian globe cast. Could I trust you here with me out of commission, and the medallion here, and the book? Come on."  

	"No, of course not. Good thinking." He'd bet serious money he was indemnified against any spell this little twerp could cast. He considered waggling his finger to bring the globe rushing into his own palm. In fact, his palm itched to hold it. But he'd wait a bit, see what junior could do. 

	So, Tasmin thought with satisfaction, he was right. His Dad wouldn't still be here, facing certain death, if he had any better option. — if he could teletransport away, if he could take the globe away. But he couldn't. His father's powers weren't up to taking the Marcusian globe away from him. Seventeen years in a freezer probably had something to do with that. And the fact that he, Tasmin, was awesome. 

	He thought the Destroy Vermin Plus spell would be perfect. It was relatively simple to cast, and he'd wake up, probably, at some point, in this room with all these rotting corpses around, and the book would be unstuck. It would be a great day and a great way to get up and put that Vast Acts recipe to work.  

	He wouldn't have a Marcusian globe ready-made to use when he released the medallion's power, though, and he felt relieved about that, actually. He thought he wouldn't bother putting together another globe — hard now that Dad was defrosted — and instead just go ahead and release the medallion's power using the Vast Acts spell, without the Marcusian magnifying effect. His father's warning had affected him. He didn't want to be oatmeal. Or chopped liver. The power in the medallion, unmagnified, was more than anyone else had in the tri-country area, and it would be enough, for now.  

	But he had to be sure he killed all the vermin with this spell. He couldn't have enemies coming upon him while he lay incapacitated from using the globe. He decided to kill everyone within twenty miles. No, make it thirty. 

	He felt good. He was ready to do this. He stood before the altar, before Vast Acts, and raised the pulsing Marcusian globe. 

	At first, Tasmin's voice was that of an adolescent — high, then low, then high. But it got stronger, more assured, as he went on, and the words were chilling through and through, whether said by a boy or man. 

	"Globe attention pay to me  
Loyally do as I decree.  
Evil intent calls your name  
Bring me powers in walls of flame."  

	Bad spellcasting, Marcus thought from over on the couch. Tasmin should have made it clear that that phrase "walls of flame" was symbolic only, and not to be manifested in the real world. He had risked setting the house on fire. Although, considering the intent was to destroy them, perhaps that would have been an acceptable side-effect of a bad spell. 

	"Cast all vermin in molten lead  
Boil their bones until they're dead...." 

	This sounded to Marcus like the Destroy Vermin spell. He bet it would be a "plus" version, designed to kill a specified set of creatures, while simultaneously casting the spell of your choice.  

	He wondered urgently if Stub was a believer in magic, or not, at this point. He'd always supposed that in order to be turned back, he would have had to, number one, admit he'd caused his own cat problem by lying; two, become a believer in magic; and three, have an appropriate "cat/uncat" spell cast. That all seemed extremely unlikely. And yet, Stub was not a cat. So, was Stub a disbeliever or not?  

	Tasmin continued casting the vermin spell, stumbling on the alliterative bits: 

	"Shish kebab 
Globby blob, no, blobby glob, no...."  

	Marcus readied his spellcasting mind. His own power was humming fairly well, all things considered. He'd picked up some good stuff from the Sorceress's volumes and of course, at the ice cave. He thought that, if he had to, he could do a little something to mitigate the damage Tasmin intended.  

	A rich horsey voice, came through the open window.  

	"Unnatural gravity has to go...."  

	Marcus beamed; Andover was okay — and doing something.  

	Another horsey voice, came through the window.  

	"If true love within our hearts is found, 
Improve your spell by leap and bound."  

	Could that possibly be Marigold? Was she a talking horse after all?  

	Yes, she was, and she was thanking her lucky stars Andover had taught her to read last winter. She now knew enough true love spells to be considered a force to be reckoned with.  

	"Increase all goodness, remove each fetter,  
For true love makes it all be better."  

	Andover finished his spell at the same time as Marigold.  

	"...wrong, confining mesh." 

	Wow! A love spell and an unstick spell simultaneously! The medallion ripped itself from around Tasmin's neck and zipped out the window like the head of a comet.  

	Tasmin blinked repeatedly, and stared at his chest, and flung his arms about in rage. But the next instant he recovered himself. He was halfway through an energy-intensive spell, and he couldn't afford to lose the momentum. A failed Marcusian globe spellcast was said to be the ultimate low experience.  

	Anyway, he had a ready solution. The medallion couldn't have gone far. It would be heading for Maura-Enna, who was as at least as weak as a lamb, more likely dead as a doornail, whatever that was. She couldn't release the medallion's power, and she'd be no protection to the medallion at all. So he'd just modify his spell to include pulling the medallion back to him. It would have no choice. He gave an evil chuckle.  

	What horses! thought Marcus proudly. His friends were just the best! And there had been no disbeliever to skew their spells! Marcus was glad for Stub, and for Edgar, and, he guessed, Alex. But he sure could have used a disbeliever right about now. He was way past ready to bet on the random unknown as being preferable to Tasmin's intentions. Or on his own abilities. He needed to keep Tasmin's spell from working, but the best he could hope for was to mitigate it.  

	"Tasmin!" he called, as usual not knowing what he was going to say. Tasmin ignored him. Larry, arms folded across his chest, apparently bored, also ignored him.  

	"Medallion golden holding power 

	Born in vile woman's bower...."  

	"Tasmin!" screeched a female voice. Alex climbed in the window. 

	"It's the teenager!" Larry said.  

	Alex glared. She ran up to Tasmin and pounded her furious fists on his head and back. "You jerk!" Alex screamed. And she could really scream. "You destroyed my mother!"  

	"No!" Marcus cried. 

	"The sorceress is dead?" Tasmin turned to look at her over his shoulder, took a second from his spellcasting to catch up on the news. Seeing Alex's face, the lack of absolute, absolute misery, he turned back to his spellcasting. "Ah, not quite dead? No worries. Give it a minute." 

	Marcus felt himself begin to breathe again. Not quite dead! What a reprieve — what a difference between dead and dead-ish!  

	"You jerk!" Alex screamed again. She pounded his head, his back, she raked her nails into him wherever she could, but he just turned back to his spellcasting. 

	"Medallion cast from sorceress's...."  

	Tasmin was having trouble pronouncing the 's's.  

	Now Alex had Tasmin's knife in her hand — the one she'd pulled from Maura-Enna's chest. Was she going to stab him? In the back? Marcus sent a protection spell her way, with all the life force he could muster. 

	Suddenly, Tasmin spun around. "Quit bothering me!" he screamed. "I'm trying to concentrate!" He sent her flying to the floor. He wrenched the knife from her hand and threw it across the room. It stuck in a far wall, deeply embedded. 

	"Leave me alone!" he yelled. "Shut up!" He turned all around and yelled at every part of the room in succession. "There will be no more interruptions!  I am bad! This is who I am! This is what I do! If you can't learn to like it, then just shut up!"  

	Larry stood by, looking at his daughter, looking at his son, looking uncomfortable.  

	"Yadda, yadda, yadda," Tasmin said, trying to remember his place in the spell. He knew he'd done the 's' part. He was not going to do that again. "Okay," he said. 

	"Vermin worm and fulcrum run  
Changes big and vile begun  
Death awaits you every one 
And when…"  

	The elder Earl of Stubbenfield sprang dramatically from the loft railing onto Tasmin's singed scalp. He scratched and bit and gouged, but the bad man kept casting his spell. The Earl, who was not a small monkey, jumped up and down on Tasmin's head. He reached his long monkey fingers down to twist and gouge Tasmin's eyes, nose, lips. But Tasmin was so focused on getting his spell cast that he didn't even stop when the Earl tried to turn his nostrils inside out. He was getting so close. Almost there.  

	Alex seemed to be casting a spell, but whatever it was supposedly to do was so far painfully unobvious.  

	Marcus knew Tasmin was only a few words away from the end of the "Destroy Vermin" spell. The globe was glowing like a star about to burst. He felt tears come to his eyes. What a rotten way to end, better than sludge maybe, but awful. To have let Maura-Enna down....  

	Unacceptable! He had to do something! He looked around desperately for inspiration.  

	There was Alex, casting her arms about. The Earl was jumping up and down on Tasmin's head. And Stub, er, Edgar, was climbing in through the window. Lady Stub was sitting quietly in her chair, her hands folded in her lap. He felt so sad for her, that she had to see this, the end of her little family....  

	Wait! Wait! She didn't have to see this!  

	"Cover your eyes!" he cried. Stub did; Alex did; so did the monkey. Lady Stub raised her hands tentatively, unwilling to miss seeing the last moments of her existence, just because this nice young man told her to. Marcus thrust his callused hands over her eyes.  

	Tasmin cried triumphantly: 

	"Vermin Die Plus Spell Be Done!" 

	Marcus closed his eyes against the approaching disaster of their tragic ends, but as it turned out stayed alive long enough to open them again.  

	The Marcusian globe had exploded into a trillion disintegrating pieces. The room was filled with decaying streaks of light.  

	And Tasmin, too, was disintegrating. He looked like foam in a windstorm. Things were not going according to plan. He looked like a bad hologram. He seemed to be experiencing some sort of interference with his previous existence patterns. He looked like a madman's connect-a-dot extravaganza. He looked surprised and angry and scared. And then, he was gone.  

	A great hush of peace descended upon the sanctuary. Marcus removed his hands from Lady Stub's eyes. She looked at the spot where Tasmin had been standing, expecting to see her doom, with her husband atop it.  

	Instead, there was only her husband, scampering about in circles on his knuckles, happy as a clam, at the spot where Tasmin had stood. He ran to his wife and jumped into her arms.  

	"He's gone, Sanibel! We're saved!" 

	"But how?" she cried. "I was sure we were done for!" 

	"We were  done for," Marcus smiled. "But then a disbeliever in magic caused Tasmin's spell to go wrong." He looked around a little nervously, wondering what all had gone wrong. 

	"Stub is here?" Lady Stub cried. Then she saw her son, and flew into his arms. 

	"Stub wasn't the disbeliever, milady," Marcus said, "You were." 

	"Nonsense, Marcus," Lady Stub said, wiping happy tears from her eyes. You know I believe in magic."  

	"And that's what got rid of Tasmin," he said. "Magic."  

	"Oh, I doubt that very much," said Lady Stub. "I certainly saw no such thing."  

	Relieved beyond measure, Marcus was still in deepest despair. "Maura-Enna," he said to Alex. "Where is Maura-Enna?"  

	"She's right here. Outside." She opened the door and rushed into the Tartuffe night. Marcus raced beside her, Stub just behind. Larry followed at a small distance.  

	There, on a mossy patch of ground, lay Maura-Enna. Unmoving. Marcus dropped to his knees. "Oh, my dear goddess." He took her hands — too cold, too cold — and warmed them in his. He kissed her brow. The medallion was around her neck. It had flown home to her. Its face showed a beautiful proud panther.  

	Red bandages lay above her heart.  

	"Let's get her into the house," said Alex. "It's where she needs to be." And gently Marcus helped raise his loved one's body and carry it into her sanctuary.  

	They lay Maura-Enna upon her big worktable.  

	"Not good," said Larry.  

	"You're the expert on that," spat Alex. 

	Larry had been distressed at his son's disappearance into parts unknown, but not unduly so, and he had quickly adjusted to it. Tasmin might show up at some point in the future, in some form — who knew? He'd brought his troubles on himself. Meanwhile, Larry had a daughter to focus on.  

	"Sorry," he said. 

	Alex opened her mouth to speak, but closed it again. The room was unbearably silent.  

	"What have you tried?" Marcus asked Alex at last.  

	"Physical, herbal, ritual, spell. She's got the medallion. She's in her own home. She should be getting better!" Alex's agony was painful to watch, and Marcus felt his heart go out to her. If he loved Maura-Enna, with whom he'd spent not even one hour, so much, how much must this girl, who had spent her whole life with her, love?  

	"She's sunk," said Larry.  

	Marcus whipped around in anger. "You need to go, Trident."  

	"She doesn't need your bad energy in her sanctuary, Lawrence!" Alex snarled.  

	"I mean, she's sunk into a lower level of awareness. Like I was. Things are very tamped down for her. She can't be reached. Your spells aren't reaching her."  

	Alex began to cry. Her Eddie embraced her. She turned away miserably, then turned back, and kissed him tenderly on the cheek. 

	"It's not hopeless," Larry said. "I can help." He awkwardly patted his daughter on the shoulder; she practically flew away, dragging Eddie, as if her father were a demon with a bad case of halitosis.  

	But Lawrence had known from the first moment what he must do. It had been inevitable.  

	Marcus looked at him, and they locked eyes. "I'm the one to do this," Larry said. "I seem to be the odd man out anyway. The only one without a true love. Not even a girlfriend. How lame is that? What loss is it if I go away? Nobody will miss me."  

	Marcus thought that was probably true. He resisted the impulse to give false reassurances. He surely could not see himself sitting around reminiscing about dear old Larry.  

	"What is he talking about?" asked the monkey Earl. "Can he repair this poor lady?"  

	"Yes," said Larry. "Yes." He held his hands out, above Maura-Enna's solar plexus. He became still and silent. After a moment he began to vibrate. That was scary. Then he started glowing. Also scary. Then he blew out a series of sparks — from his chest — that didn't look, or sound, promising, as far as his continued health was concerned. But he kept going.  

	Marcus joined him at the table. He stood at Maura-Enna's head; he placed his hands upon her silver hair and felt the power that emanated from her mind. She was still here. In one of those fortunate feedback loops the universe enjoys, the happier he got, the healthier she got, and soon the energy being generated was phenomenal.  

	Alex moved to hold Maura-Enna's feet. She smiled as she felt the energy flow through, and back around. Lady Stub laid a timid finger on the sorceress's arm. 

	And then, at last, a small smile appeared at the corners of Maura-Enna's lips. She opened her eyes; they were smiling, too. She sat up; the bandages now white and bloodless, fell from her chest. She wrapped her arms around Marcus, she wrapped her arms around Alex, she even wrapped her arms around Larry, briefly. Marcus touched the sorceress's cheek, her eyes grew moist, and she kissed the elf-magician's ready lips as if she'd been wanting to do it all her life. It was the exact way Marcus was kissing her.  

	"Oh heck," said Larry. "I gotta go lie down." He flopped onto the couch.  

	"He reanimated you," Marcus said.  

	"Yes," said Maura-Enna. "I was very aware of that." 

	"You know, I think I'd like to play some softball," Larry announced all of a sudden from the couch. "Maybe go back to Rangamon and start some softball leagues." He roused his big rumpled self to a sitting position. He had been lying down for all of six seconds. "That thing we just did left me feeling kind of... weird." 

	He walked over to Maura-Enna. His hair stood up all over his head, like a nutty professor's. "So long, kiddo, hope you do well. And you two, do well together. But don't be too good, if you know what I mean." He clapped Marcus on the back. "She'll keep you hopping, sonny."  

	He walked over to Alex. "Alice," he said. Neither daughter nor father looked in the other's face. "Do you like to play softball?" 

	Alex shook her head. 

	"How about racing chariots?"  

	Alex couldn't help showing a flicker of interest in chariot racing.  

	"Enough of this weaving stuff, huh? All these ceramics. Let's do something fun sometime." Alex moved her head in a noncommittal direction.  

	"I'm headed home. Wow," he said as a thought hit him.  "I hope he hasn't redecorated. Anyway, I'll be easy to find, now that I'm not being true-aged in an ice cave in the Tooralls. Thanks again for that, Maura-Enna, just by the way. So, just ask anyone. Lawrence Trident, Evil Lord of Rangamon." 

	 "Lawrence," said Maura-Enna. "Go."  

	"Send me, Maura-Enna. I'm wiped out. And you're all powered-up, at my expense."  

	"All right." She drew her hands around him, then stepped back sharply. "You've got plenty of power."  

	"I do, don't I? Remember how attractive you used to find that." 

	"Go."  

	He leaned down and kissed Maura-Enna on the cheek. Before Marcus could do more than raise a finger in admonition, Larry vanished, leaving a slightly greasy spot on the floor and a vacuum in the room that was quickly filled with the joy of friends.  

	***  

	Later, when full deep dark had come, and their excitements had mellowed to a calm and sweet sort of happiness, the true lovers quietly arranged themselves in pairs about the premises. Alex and Eddie — both six-footers — were curled up together on the couch like cats. At the window, Andover and Marigold stuck their muzzles in, gazing at the contentment inside the little house, nuzzling each other's precious face.  

	Maura-Enna lay in front of the fireplace on a white wool rug, her head resting dreamily on Marcus's shoulder. Tonight they would all enjoy a well-deserved rest at Stonegrown Cottage. They would sleep serene.  

	It was hard to wipe the smile off Marcus's face, but a lingering doubt did.  

	"What is it?" said Maura-Enna.  

	He kissed her forehead. "So... when Lawrence shared his energy with you, did he get some of your energy, too, your personal energy?"  

	"Yes."  

	"I thought, when he started talking about softball leagues.... I don't know why that made me think of you, but it did."  

	"I did help win some league championships, back in the day. It's a deep sharing, what we did, Marcus. What he and I did. And what you and he and I and Alex did. We do meld somewhat. You remember, at the ice cave, having to be careful not to lose your identity?"  

	She knew the darnedest things. "Does that mean, when I reanimated him, I got some of his energy, not just the universal tapline but his own personal energy?"  

	"Yes. But so did I get some of his when he reanimated me! And when you got his, he got yours. Just a little. We're still ourselves."  

	"But does it damage me? Does it make me bad to have some of his energy in me?"  

	"No, no, dear man. It makes you even more fascinating."  

	He humbly looked in the sorceress's sea-green eyes. "I'm starting to get a glimmer, just the merest glimmer, of what it's all about."  

	"And what would that be?" She rested her head on his chest with a blissful sigh.  

	He wrapped his arms around her. "Love, would be my guess."  

	Maura-Enna laughed then, and raised up to look at him with eyes that said how right he was. "My wise man," she said.  

	"Your man, for sure." He kissed her. He was kissing his true love! You just never knew when you got up in the morning. 

	She snuggled again into his chest, and he thought again how well they fit. Their two happy sighs sounded as one.  

	"One thing I do know," Marcus said. "One thing I have learned — the only magic spell that anybody ever needs. And anyone can cast it."  

	"And what would that be?" Maura-Enna whispered.  

	"That would be," Marcus said, "'I love you.'"  

	And in that moment, everything that had ever happened in the whole history of the world made sense, because it had brought Marcus to this.  
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