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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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CHAPTER 1

IT STARTED IN L’BOR. OR PERHAPS IT WAS LYNCHBANY. IN any case the occurrence certainly was singular as opposed to simultaneous. Which is to say there was only one of whatever it was. It shifted from place to place, revealing itself with distinction and imprinting itself on the memories of all who encountered it. Trailing bemused contentment, it wandered aimlessly through the Bellwoods, leaving those whose path it momentarily crossed smiling to themselves without quite knowing why.

As benign phenomena don’t have quite the same impact or occasion quite as much gossip as the kind that bring death and destruction, word of the manifestation traveled slowly at best. Since it caused no trouble, no one bothered to follow up tales of its appearance, to seek explanation or deeper meaning. At best it was a momentary source of curiosity and conversation to those who crossed its path—a brief diversion from the daily grind. Something to chat about when comfortably resnuggled back in one’s house or cave or lair or den.

Flagyr the badger and his friend Invez the serval were neither working nor engaged in any sort of activity that might be called serious when they happened upon the phenomenon. Or rather, when it happened upon them.

In point of fact they were seated side by side upon a grassy shore bordering one of the most modest tributaries of the River Tailaroam, on a bright and altogether salubrious summer morning. Their fishing poles were cocked over the water in the time-honored fashion of fisherfolk everywhere. This undertaking they were pursuing with single-minded dedication and unusual forethought, which is to say that they actually had put bait on their lines.

Flagyr was leaning back against an obliging tree, the large, floppy-brimmed hat he favored on warm mornings tipped down to cover most of his face. He lay with paws folded across his chest and one leg over the other, his brown canvas shorts bunched up at the knee.

In an astonishing display of activity, Invez actually had one hand wrapped loosely around the shaft of his pole, easing it back and forth so that the line would bob in the placid water. One eye focused on the glassy surface while its companion slumbered.

This late in the morning few fish were jumping. Depending on one’s point of view, this made it either the worst or best of times to be out fishing. The intent of such an expedition wasn’t to actually catch fish. That was merely the time-honored excuse fisherfolk employed for going fishing. Contrary to what some might think, the process of fishing was not a means to an end. It was the end.

Save for the nearby canvas hamper which contained food and drink, they were quite alone. The serval took a lazy swat at a bee determined to mistake a tall, pointed ear for a place in which to set up housekeeping. Agitated, the insect fled, only to have its place in the aural spectrum taken by something which caused Invez to blink and sit up slightly.

“Hear that?”

The badger didn’t bother to push back his hat and look up. “I hear it. Be something on the road.”

Invez frowned, his long whiskers dipping. The road which roughly paralleled the course of the tributary lay some way back through the woods, and this new sound rather closer.

“I don’t think so. There it is again!” He sat up straighter, forgetting his pole and allowing the end to dip into the stream. Both eyes were open now.

“Whatever it is, it’s pretty,” noted Flagyr, listening. His sole physical response was to shift his legs, crossing the left over the right. He hoped that was the sum of physical activity which would immediately be required of him, unless some fish was so impolite as to actually take his bait. “But back on the road, I think. Has to be.”

“Some kind of music,” Invez declared. “I don’t recognize the instruments involved.”

Forced to cogitate, the distracted badger let out a resigned sigh and for the first time concentrated on listening with something more than general indifference.

“Carillon flutes,” he finally proclaimed. “With accompanying chimes. More than one instrument, certainly.”

“Agreed.” Invez was staring to his left. “But it doesn’t look like any of those.”

Beneath the cool shadow of the wide-brimmed hat, Flagyr frowned. “Look? You can see who is playing?”

“That’s just it. I can’t see who’s playing. I can’t see anyone at all.”

“Then what are you seeing?”

“The music,” Invez told him. “I’ve never actually seen music before.”

“What are you talking about?” The badger struggled to sit up.

“Careful,” Invez warned him. “It’s very close now and you’ll bump right into it.”

“Urrr … bump into what?” The glare off the river caused the thoroughly irritated Flagyr to blink as his eyes sought to readjust.

“I told you: the music.”

And just as Invez said, there it was. Flagyr found himself gaping at the glistening, translucent, slightly reflective armful of music. It hovered lazily in the warm air of morning not an arm’s length from his face. Each time it resounded, flecks of golden iridescence exploded softly in midair, only to vanish as the music faded, like mist rising off a lake on a frosty morning. As the badger gawked, the pinkish cloud chimed several times in succession.

Invez was right. Not only was no performer present, neither was there any sign of an instrument. Instead, there was only the music itself, pure and shimmering, pealing insistently before their astonished faces. Whether it consisted of motes or notes, he couldn’t truly tell.

Though they had no way of knowing it, the lyrical encounter had been repeated many times previously, in L’bor, Lynchbany, and elsewhere. Not everyone actually saw the music; some only heard it. But unlike many who had experienced the encounter before, the badger knew enough to propound a possible source.

“There’s a wizard working around here somewhere,” he declared decisively. Gently he reached toward the drifting notes.

Like glittering gnats they swirled ebulliently around his probing forefinger, singing softly. Then they backed off, the cloud cluster re-forming, to regard him with a querulous arpeggio.

The serval was on his feet, peering into the woods. “I don’t see anyone.”

“A practical joke,” murmured Flagyr. “Perhaps a practice practical joke. Wizards!” he snorted, settling back down against his tree.

“It seems harmless enough.” Invez took a couple of steps toward the notes, pausing when they swirled around him in an eager allegro. After a moment they darted away.

“The tempo and volume changes,” he remarked, “but it’s always the same tune. It’s an odd sort of music. I don’t recognize it. I wish I’d had some musical training.”

“I’ve had a little.” Flagyr did not look up.

Invez eyed his friend in surprise. “You never mentioned this.”

“I’m not what you’d call a professional,” the badger mumbled. “Not one, am I, to brag about something I’m not very good at.” He gestured up at the soft singing. “I’d wager there’s something wrong with that series of notes, and I don’t mean from a musical standpoint.”

“Wrong?” The serval’s whiskers twitched.

The badger squinted up at the jittering notes. “It sounds unresolved, like something’s missing. Both at the start and at the conclusion. It’s not like a complete composition but more like a piece of one, cast off like a bad tooth.” He shrugged. “But then, what do I know? Is there anything else?”

Invez peered up and down the stream. “These are the only notes I see.”

“An unresolved, incomplete musical statement.” Flagyr was quite sure of himself. “And too dissonant by half for my taste.”

As if in response, the music concluded a complete and decidedly mournful restatement of its principal theme before it began to drift away, pacing itself to the flow of the stream. Invez followed until it vanished, still chiming softly to itself, into the woods.

“I had the distinct impression that it was looking for something,” Flagyr added from somewhere beneath his hat.

Invez resumed his seat and fiddled with his pole. “What could that be? What would a piece of music be looking for?”

“How should I know?” The badger snuffled softly. “The rest of itself, I should imagine. If I were a part of a song or a symphony, I wouldn’t want to go through the rest of eternity incomplete. I’d think that would invalidate my existence.”

“Actually I never thought much about it,” Invez murmured.

Flagyr tugged his hat fully down over his face, slid lower against the smooth-barked tree, and crossed his arms across his broad chest, wrinkling his brown vest. “I doubt anyone ever has. You’re right about one thing, though.”

“What’s that?” The serval snuggled himself into the grass.

“The underlying melody was a nice one.”

“I wonder,” Invez mused. “If the tone had been more somber, would it have appeared darker? Does attitude affect the appearance of music?”

“What I think is that I’ve expended far too much thinking on it already.” With that the badger rolled over and turned away from his loquacious friend. Invez started to comment further, hesitated, then shrugged and contented himself with concentrating on the tip of his pole.

By no means were that particular serval and that persnickety badger the only ones out fishing on that specific morning. A yawn and a stretch downstream, on the west bank of the larger concourse into which the tributary flowed, two friends of long standing were similarly engaged in the time-honored sport of killing time by attempting to catch fish.

One was human, tall and limber. He wore short pants and a favorite old shirt that was now badly weathered and torn. The long hair which fell to his shoulders was thinning conspicuously in front and his skin had been browned by long years of exposure to the sun. The wooden shaft of his fishing gear was firmly jammed into the earth and braced with several rocks, while the line drifted amiably downstream with the current.

He lay flat on his back, hands behind his head. The bank on which he reclined was sloped just enough toward the water to enable him to occasionally tilt his head up and study the moving stream.

On his left, exhibiting a degree of repose the most relaxed human could never have matched, was a very large otter. He was similarly attired save for the feathered cap that rested rakishly on his head. In his utter lack of activity he was being perfectly otterish, individuals of the species to which he belonged seeming to exist always in a state of either consummate immobility or uncontrolled frenzy.

At the moment the subatomic particles which comprised the essence of his form seemed to have ceased all movement. He was content to treat his pole and the water with equal disdain. Quicker than any fish, he could have acquired a full meal simply by leaping into the river and nosing about for ten minutes. But that would have been hunting as much as angling. In contrast, pole fishing required a degree of resignation and commitment.

Also, this way one didn’t have to move very much.

“You know,” Jon-Tom observed conversationally, as he crossed his bare legs, “I’m really proud of Buncan. Sure Talea and I were mad at him for running off like that with your kids, but they got back alive and in one piece, and you have to admit he made his point. If he wants to be a spellsinger that badly, I’m sure he’ll find some way to make a success of it.”

Mudge glanced across at his friend, peering out from beneath the brim of his feathered cap. “Oi, ’ow’s the little bugger doin’ at Sorcerer’s Vocational?”

“I’m afraid his grades aren’t the best,” Jon-Tom confessed, “but the instructors praise his enthusiasm. They still can’t do anything about his voice, but his fingering just keeps getting better and better. Sadly, he also seems subject to the same difficulties that used to plague me. Which is to say that his musical inventions don’t always result in what he’s trying to magick.”

With an agile digit the otter instigated a lazy exploration of one black nostril. “What do you mean, ‘used to’?”

Jon-Tom ignored the obligatory dig. “How are Nocter and Squill doing? Buncan doesn’t tell us a lot about his friends.”

The otter chirped thoughtfully. “Doin’ the opposite o’ your boy, I fears. They sing like angels an’ play like drunks. Seems we may be destined, mate, to ’ave sired a spellsingin’ trio that can never split up. That is, unless me blessed offspring get a tickle up their butts an’ decide to ’ave a go at somethin’ else. You know ’ow ’ard it is for any otter to commit to anythin’ for more than ’alf an ’our.”

Jon-Tom was nodding at Mudge’s line. “I think you may have a nibble there.”

“Might I?” The otter considered his twitching pole. “Could be. Maybe I’ll ’ave a go, if ’tis still there in a few minutes. Got to give the fish a sportin’ chance, don’t you know.”

“I’ll never understand why you just don’t jump in and grab it.”

“Like I said—wouldn’t be sportin’.” He leaned back, his spine as supple as a snake’s, and contentedly regarded the cerulean sky. “At the moment I’d rather feed me soul than me belly.”

Jon-Tom returned his attention to his own line. “I was thinking how fortunate we are in having understanding mates, who don’t object when we want to get off by ourselves for a day or two.”

The otter emitted a sardonic bark. “Understandin’? Mate, that’s just so Weegee an’ Talea can run off to town an’ do wotever it is they do when we ain’t around.”

His companion grinned. “Actually, I think all females have secret access to an entirely separate universe, to which they commute freely when no males are about. Occasionally and by accident we get a brief glimpse of it. The consequent confusion gives rise to questions, but the replies always seem to consist of dress sizes or detailed descriptions of medical problems. Being both incomprehensible and boring, this inevitably results in the cessation of our inquiries by subtly inducing in our unsuspecting minds a common medical condition best described as terminal bafflement.”

“Funny—that’s ’ow I’ve always thought of you, mate. Bobbin’ through life in a sort o’ drifting, permanent fog.”

“An observation rendered inherently invalid by the limited mental powers of the individual making it.”

“Oi! Did I ever claim to be otherwise? I ain’t no bloomin’ wizard nor spellsinger. All I ever wanted to be were a decent cutpurse an’ thief who were good at ’is craft an’ didn’t ’urt ’is marks no more than were absolutely necessary.” He jiggled the pole, the tip of which continued to dance.

“’Course, ’tis been some time since I engaged in any o’ the controversial activities which define me chosen profession. Ain’t fast enough anymore. I’d get caught too often to make a go of it. No, mate, this sedate family life suits me.”

“Yeah, me too.” Leaning back and resting his head on his arms, Jon-Tom stared at the water. “It’s a good life.”

Ten inconsequential minutes melted away, whereupon he looked to his left and inquired, “Does this mean that you’re as bored as I am?”

“More so, mate. Infinitely more so.” With a quick twist of his hips the otter sat up straight and gazed sharply at his friend. “Which ain’t to say that I’m ready to take off with you on one o’ your notoriously crack-brained an’ life-threatenin’ attempts to save the world. I got a family to look after now, I do.”

“I wasn’t suggesting anything,” Jon-Tom demurred. “I was just saying that I was bored, and you agreed with me.”

Mudge relaxed but remained wary. “That’s right. Just bored. Not newly suicidal.” Several more minutes went the way of their immediate predecessors. “You, uh, you ain’t by chance been plannin’ somethin’, ’ave you?”

“Of course not.”

“You’re sure?”

“Certainly I’m sure.”

“Glad to ’ear it.” The otter resumed his resting position.

“You know,” Jon-Tom avowed after more time had passed, “you’re getting white around your muzzle.”

The otter snorted at him even as he reached up reflexively to feel of his whiskery snout. “Wot d’you mean, white? Least I don’t ’ave to worry about losing wot remainin’ fur I’ve got.”

Jon-Tom felt of his thinning forehead which, like a retreating glacier, had begun shrinking back several years ago. “What are you saying? Is it getting worse?”

“I don’t figure it, mate. If it bothers you so much, why not just throw together a simple spellsong an’ restore yourself to your favored condition o’ juvenile hirsuteness?”

The spellsinger turned sullen. “Don’t you think I’ve tried? There are plenty of songs that deal with hair, but neither traditional lyrics nor inventions of my own do any good. Receding hair seems to be one of the few things that’s utterly resistant to sorcery. There’s a lesson to be learned there, I’m sure, but for the life of me I can’t figure out what it is.

“Though he decried the triviality of it, even Clothahump gave it a shot, and failed. It’s a fine twist of fate in a cruel universe.”

“One that don’t trouble me,” the otter remarked. “I’m quite indifferent to such matters, I am.” White? His muzzle couldn’t be turning white!

“It’s not like the old days,” Jon-Tom sighed. “Responsibilities, respectability …”

“Watch your language, mate.”

“Everything slows down … though there are days and nights when I feel as energetic as ever. It’s all been traded for experience.” He briefly considered time as a helix of semi-iridescent fish. “Anyway, life is peaceful and composed. No one’s come galloping in search of Clothahump’s help to assuage some great crisis or travail.”

“Oi,” agreed Mudge. “Life is rewardin’ as it is. An’ as for meself, I’m content, I am. Why, I wouldn’t go off pursuin’ some new trouble even if one ’opped up and bit me on the arse. I’ve already used up me nine lives, I ’ave.”

“Those are cats. You’re an otter.”

“Don’t interrupt, mate. Wot I’m sayin’ is I ain’t riskin’ me life no more. Certainly not to ’elp bail you out o’ difficulties an’ situations you bloody well create for yourself.”

“You bail me out? Now there’s an amusing conceit. I can’t remember how many times I’ve saved your fuzzy ass from your blind impetuousness, your rash decisions, and your reckless disregard for the safety of everyone and anyone unfortunate enough to be in your immediate vicinity. Not to mention your basic immorality and bad manners.”

“Oi—there’s a pungent observation,” the otter retorted. “I suppose we ought always to ’ave relied instead on your never-fails precision spellsingin’ to get us out o’ the situations we kept findin’ ourselves in?”

“It always did.”

“More thanks to the goddess o’ luck than the patron o’ skill. You ’ave to confess the truth o’ that, at least.”

“I confess nothing of the sort. Maybe my spellsinging wasn’t always perfect—”

“Hah!”

“—but it improved with time. I had to learn as I went along. Out on the road there was no one to instruct me, including that stay-at-home Clothahump.”

“One would think you’d ’ave got the point an’ learned some sense.” The otter’s voice rose to a mocking squeal. “Stop the Plated Folk, destroy the evil magician, find the Perambulator! The danger these little jaunts brought to those around you didn’t improve your judgment. You might as well ’ave been goin’ shopping for a bushel o’ bleedin’ fish crackers!”

“Now there you’re wrong,” Jon-Tom insisted with becoming dignity. “I would never in my life eat a fish cracker.”

“’Umans ’ave no sense o’ taste,” Mudge grumbled. “Just like they ’ave no sense o’ smell.”

“And otters have no patience, or intellectual breadth. It’s all physical with you.”

Mudge smirked. “Now there I ’ave to admit you’ve got me, mate.”

The spellsinger’s expression turned weary. Any attempt to engage in an extended conversation with an otter was doomed to chaos. “Are you going to do anything with that poor fish on your line or are you just going to let it continue to writhe in torment?”

“Are you proposin’ a choice?”

Exasperated, Jon-Tom reached over and grabbed the pole, but by then whatever had been on the hook had freed itself.

“You see? Otters never follow through to a conclusion anything they start. It’s a good thing I was always around to look after you.”

“Oi, an’ ’ow many scars and bruises fewer would I be sportin’ if you ’adn’t ‘looked after’ me quite so closely?”

Jon-Tom busied himself rebaiting the pole. “You’d probably be dead. Hung by the authorities, or run through by some outraged husband.”

“Nah. They’d never have caught me.” The otter snuggled back against the warm earth. Only after Jon-Tom had returned his pole did he comment casually, “Even if somethin’ interestin’ were to manifest itself, an’ even if I were crazy enough to inquire after the details, I wouldn’t dare bother even thinkin’ about pursuin’ the matter further.”

“Why not?” Jon-Tom wondered aloud. “What are you afraid of? Nefarious sorcerers, degenerate dragons, the maleficent spirits of the Underworld?”

“You mean you don’t know?” The otter turned to regard his friend. “You know wot kind o’ temper Weegee ’as. If I were to so much as mention the possibility o’ ’eadin’ off for somewheres, she’d see me dismembered faster than any six-armed demon.”

Jon-Tom shook his head sadly. “Is this the same Mudge I’ve known all these years? The Mudge I knew who was ready on a moment’s notice to join in a fight or a quest.”

“A brawl, aye. As for all those quests, I weren’t never ready for none o’ them. You just sort o’ dragged me along before I knew wot were ’appenin’ to me.”

Jon-Tom ignored the comment as he continued wistfully. “That Mudge had a limitless capacity for living and loving, for experiencing new things and embarking on grand adventures. Whatever happened to him?”

“’Ere now,” protested the otter, sitting up again. “I ’aven’t changed that much, I ain’t. I’m just sayin’ that a mate an’ a ’ome an’ a pair o’ teenagers can wear anyone down. The more so if they’re otters. You think Buncan wearies you? You ought to try dealin’ with Nocter an’ Squill for a two-month!” He fingered his fishing pole. “Not that it matters. As you say, there’s nothin’ wot needs doin’. We exist in a state o’ contented bliss.”

“Or enervation,” Jon-Tom muttered.

“I don’t know wot that means, but I think there’s a lot o’ it goin’ around.” His expression brightened. “With Weegee an’ Talea off somewhere, we could go into Lynchbany an’ break up a bar, or somethin’.”

“A bar fight.” Jon-Tom was saddened. “Mudge and Jon-Tom, the great adventurer and famed spellsinger, reduced to contemplating the entertainment value of an ordinary public tiff. We, who have explored much of the known world and a fair portion of the unknown, who have dealt with unimaginable dangers and overcome impossible obstacles, are we come to this? No thanks.”

“Sorry. It were the best I could come up with on short notice, mate.” Mudge was a bit taken aback by the emotional intensity of his friend’s reaction. “Actually, I only thought o’ it for you. I ain’t sure ’ow much ’elp I’d be. Me back’s been botherin’ me for a bit now, an’ when an otter’s back is out, ’e’s in serious ’urt, ’e is. See, we’re all back.”

Jon-Tom looked surprised. “You haven’t said anything about your back before.”

“Would you?”

“No. No, I suppose not. It’s just that all this quiet is getting to me, what with Talea off with Weegee and the kids away at school. Even business is slow.”

Mudge fumbled in his fishing kit for his glasses. “Did I ever read you that last letter, mate?”

Jon-Tom looked resigned. “You mean the one you carry around with you and drag out every chance you get? The one that tells how Nocter and Squill are constantly getting into fights, breaking things, fomenting trouble, and generally raising hell?”

The otter straightened his glasses. “Oi, that’s the one. Great kids, eh?”

“Yes, they are,” Jon-Tom admitted, squeezing out a smile.

“Something we agree on,” a new voice interjected.

The two fishers sat up and turned sharply to their right.

“Talea?” Jon-Tom frowned. “I thought you and Weegee were off to shop in Lynchbany.” She looked fantastic, he had to admit. Her figure had ripened eloquently from their first memorable encounter years ago, when she’d been inclined to cut his head off instead of accept compliments. Nothing like years of being on the run to get one in shape for a lifetime.

“Weegee and I are just now off to L’bor, dear, with several of the other ladies of the river. It’s a journey of several days, not just an afternoon.”

Jon-Tom smacked himself mentally. “That’s right. You told me all about your plans last week. I’d just forgotten. I seem to forget a lot anymore.”

She advanced to bestow an affectionate kiss on his forehead. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, dear. You’re a long way from the onset of senility.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” he replied dryly.

She turned to leave. “Please try to look after things, and stay out of the kitchen as much as possible. I’ve heard you verbally disparaging the dishes on more than one occasion, and you know how sensitive they are. Make sure any visitors use the cleaning spell at the door, and don’t forget to put out the rat.”

“I can take care of my own home,” he assured her, a little stiffly.

“I know you can, dear, when you pay attention. But sometimes your mind wanders and you muddle your spells. Remember the last time the disposal had cavities and you backed up garbage all over the floor while trying to fill them?”

“So I forgot to include the incantation for calcium.” He glared over at Mudge, who by dint of great effort was battling to suppress a smile.

Dutifully he wished his wife a good journey and they embraced. Only after she was well on her way did he carefully remove his line from the water, secure the hook, and proceed to chase the otter around the nearest tree. As always, he was unable to catch him. The passage of time had slowed the otter some, but it had been no kinder to his human companion.


CHAPTER 2

THERE WERE ONLY THREE SPRITES IN THE LIVING ROOM, BUT they were making the most of it. One transcribed ellipses atop the couch, another busied itself beneath the coffee table, while the third chose to dangle from the ceiling on suction-cup-shod feet.

Things were worse in the master bedroom, which found itself beset by a horde of tiny imps ranging in hue from a flat vinyl white to a chocolaty beige. They were a blur of activity, at times appearing organized, at others chaotic. This resulted in a tendency to run into each other at high speed, with fractious and occasionally messy results. Many were the minuscule arguments over who had the right of way through the appropriate hermetic paths.

Angry and frustrated, Jon-Tom strode through the house trying to clean and keep order as best he could. He was in unusually bad temper and even the wondrous duar sounded off-key. His lyrics lacked inspiration and the result was a household more afflicted by the nether regions than usual. The bathroom was proving particularly difficult to exorcise, and when he broke an entire bottle of throat gargoyle he was forced to retire to his study and try to find some adequate disinfecting terminology. His failures pained his pride, and he was grateful there was no one around to witness his distress.

Gradually he managed to wrestle the tree house back into shape. Demons and imps hissed and expectorated and sputtered and (when no one was looking) spat fire at one another. Only after Jon-Tom’s music banished the last of them could he begin the tedious task of restoring the singed wallpaper.

Housework, he decided, was unexpectedly magic-intensive.

Loud clunks sounded from the vicinity of the laundry room. Sighing deeply, he headed in that direction while strumming a few uninspired bars on the duar. Almost immediately, a pale lavender sprite drifted out on membranous wins. Its features were petite and flat.

“Oh, Master,” it piped, “The imps charged with the care of the dry cleaning have formed a ruckus.”

“Why? All I asked was that they clean and de-spot half a dozen coats. A simple enough task.”

“I know that, Master. Of course, if we sprites were in charge, things would be different.”

“Sprites don’t manipulate heat as well as imps. Get out of my way.” He brushed the aggrieved sprite aside.

There were four of them—bloated of form, huge of mouth, warty of face. None stood taller than his waist. They were arguing vociferously. A pair of coats hung from a rack, neatly pressed and encased in a gellike substance that was neither plastic nor cellophane.

“What’s the problem?”

Startled, the nearest imp belched, and Talea’s good ruby dress vest popped out of its nose. The garment was only half clean, and a prominent spot was visible near the waistline. Sheepishly, the imp passed the vest to its companion, who expeditiously regurgitated a hangar while fumbling with the article of clothing.

“It’s their fault,” the hangar-puker insisted, gesturing at the pair seated across from him. “They’re deliberately slowing things down.”

“We’re just being prudent,” insisted one of the accused. “Too much heat will ruin the fabric. Anybody should know that.”

“You can overpress.” His sneering neighbor displayed chunky, flat molars in a wide, slightly sulfurous mouth.

Definitely need to put a deodorizing spell to work in here, Jon-Tom decided as he sniffed the air. “The parameters of the incantation demand that you work together. I want no more delays, and no more arguing.” With that he turned and stalked out of the laundry room, ignoring the griping that filled the air behind him. Heat imps were notoriously contumacious … but they did excellent laundry.

Is it for this, he told himself, that I have mastered the great powers and studied the old books? I am Jonathan Thomas Meriweather, the most proficient spellsinger this world or any other has ever seen! Twenty years I’ve toiled perfecting my skills and practicing my craft … the better to clean house and do laundry?

He shook the duar and bellowed a challenge. All about the tree, throughout its dimensionally expanded rooms and nooks, demons and sprites and imps and spirits looked up out of things that were not eyes and listened through orifices that were not ears.

“Begone!” he cried. “I dismiss you all! I free you from your obligations. Leave this place, leave this home, and leave me!”

Something that was all long rubbery arms put aside a broom and hissed sibilantly. “About time! This is no work for an honest, self-respecting nightmare.” Whereupon it promptly imploded and disappeared.

With moans and groans and hisses and howls and cries and sobs and wails of relief, they vanished: down drains, up chimneys, out windows, and through pores in the wood. One even used, somewhat disdainfully, the front door, but Jon-Tom chose not to chastise it for this breach of thaumaturgic protocol. He was too tired and too frustrated. Alone once more, he slumped into a partly dusted kitchen chair.

Well, perhaps not quite alone.

“Excuse me.”

Jon-Tom wiped perspiration from his forehead. “What?”

“Excuse me, Master.”

Turning, Jon-Tom found himself confronted by a four foot-tall bright blue demon. It wore sandals of carved azurite and a dark turquoise vest. A most competent demon, he thought, for it was no easy task to weave turquoise. He slumped back in the chair.

“I thought I dismissed all of you. Well, what is it?”

A distinctly mournful cast colored the apparition’s reply. “Master, don’t you recognize me?”

Jon-Tom frowned uncertainly. “Recognize you? I see so many spirits and shades in my work.”

“I’m Fugwheez, Master.” Pointed, fringe-lined ears flicked rhythmically as the ugly yet homely face gazed anxiously at the man in the chair.

“Fugwheez? Sorry, doesn’t ring any bells.”

“You conjured me some four years ago, Master. To shellac the dining room table?” His manner was demonically earnest.

“Dining room table.” A flicker of recognition creased Jon-Tom’s face. “Oh, yeah, I remember. The job description was pretty specific. According to the info Clothahump gave me, you were the only one who could vomit varnish. Talea wasn’t crazy about the idea at the time, but she was delighted with the results.”

“Wives generally are not pleased with most anything demons can do,” Fugwheez avowed. “How’s the table holding up, by the way? I didn’t come in through the dining room.” He gestured apologetically at the kitchen door. “The linoleum has occupied all my time since coalescence.”

“The table’s fine. Shines like marble.”

Fugwheez smiled, revealing contented fangs. “There, you see?”

Jon-Tom’s brows contracted. “This is all very pleasant and domestic, but it doesn’t explain why you’re still here.”

“Ordinarily we inhabitants of the Nether Regions resent being dragged out of a cold bath or away from our regular work to attend to the requests of mortal meddling mystics, but you struck me years ago as a pretty decent sort, for a mortal being. You’re understanding instead of demanding, and willing to allow for cross-Aether mistakes. None of this ‘Do that, I order you!’ and ‘Do this, I demand it!’ rubbish.

“I found myself caught up in the general housecleaning crew you conjured, but it didn’t bother me because I recalled your tolerance. We’re not supposed to show sympathy for mortals—actually we’re suppose to rend and cleave them if the opportunity presents itself—but you’re different, and I hate to see you moping about like this. Extended moping’s part of a Grump’s job description, not yours, Master Meriweather.”

“See me like what?” Jon-Tom didn’t meet the demon’s dark cobalt eyes.

“I think you know. Look at yourself, Master. Look at what you’re doing with your life and your unique skills. Frittering away your talents on mundanities like housecleaning.”

“Don’t you think I’m aware of the irony?” Jon-Tom grumbled. “But what can I do about it?”

“You could start by first losing that apron,” Fugwheez suggested. “It’s unsuitable to your position.”

Jon-Tom hesitated, knowing that he who takes advice from demons risks eternal damnation and destruction.

On the other hand, it was only an apron.

Rising, he untied it and laid it carefully aside.

“That’s much better.” Fugwheez looked satisfied. “Second, I think that your immortal soul may be in danger.”

“I beg your pardon? Are you saying that I am being stalked by hostile forces? By some lingering ancient evil I may have accidentally offended in my travels? By some wicked and as yet unsuspected nefarious force?”

“No, no.” The demon gestured soothingly, his long blue fingernails glistening wetly in the kitchen light. “Nothing like that.”

“Oh,” murmured Jon-Tom, sounding unaccountably disappointed.

“It’s the torment you’re inflicting on yourself that has me concerned. Can’t you see your own unhappiness? If someone as inherently insensitive as a demon can sense it, surely you can’t be oblivious to your own emotional condition.”

“I know I’m not a bundle of good cheer here lately,” Jon-Tom admitted. “I think it’s because I’m not doing what I want. In fact, I’m not doing much of anything. But what can I do about it when there’s nothing that needs doing? The world is at present an ordered and placid place. I can’t invent a crisis.”

The demon hopped up on the kitchen counter across from Jon-Tom and planted his hairy legs and backside on the edge of the tile. With extraordinary presumption for a conjured fiend, he put a comradely arm around the spellsinger’s shoulders. Jon-Tom didn’t shrug it off.

“You can get off this track and out of this rut if you want to, Master Meriweather.” With his free hand he gestured at the kitchen. “Or are you going to spend the rest of your life attending to such as this? Spellsinging brooms and feather dusters?”

Jon-Tom scrutinized the grotesque but concerned face. “I’ve told you. There’s nothing going on that requires my attention.”

“A resourceful mortal has access to situations and circumstances that are denied even to such as myself,” Fugwheez reminded him. “If you persist in rationalizing your present situation, you will indeed end up like the great mass of humans: content on the outside, desperate on the inside. I know. I’ve consumed quite a lot of human desperation.” A long clawed finger tapped the center of Jon-Tom’s chest. “It’s usually a small knot right about here, though it varies in size from individual to individual. Nourishing but rather bland, not unlike enriched white bread. Don’t you know that most men lead lives of quiet desperation?”

“That’s from Walden, isn’t it?”

The demon nodded. “Thoreau’s quite popular in the Nether Regions. All that talk about civil disobedience, you know. Anarchy has a distinctive flavor.”

“Why this unnatural concern for me?” Jon-Tom watched the blue demon intently.

“I told you: you’re different. Also, we find your antics entertaining, and because of the nature of your work, it’s likely that someday one of us will have the opportunity to disembowel and consume you. Nothing personal, I assure you. But sweet tastes better than bitter.”

“So what this all comes down to is not altruism or concern for my welfare, but food?”

The demon replied innocently, “Doesn’t everything?”

“I told you, I can’t just go out and manufacture a crisis.”

“Of course not. That’s my job. But surely the great spellsinger Jonathan Thomas Meriweather can think of something more suitable to engage his talent than defrosting the freezer and fluffing the sheets on his bed.” Fugwheez leaped ceilingward and hung dangling by one arm from the light fixture, looking like the ugliest and bluest of all apes.

“Maybe. …” Jon-Tom let his fingers drift across the duar’s strings. The sound they produced in the kitchen was melancholy yet hopeful. “Maybe I haven’t been trying hard enough. Maybe it’s time I stopped waiting for something to happen and went looking for it.”

“That’s it!” Fugwheez cheered him on. “Be active, not reactive.” He skittered across the ceiling, irritating the glowspells. “And the next time you need something varnished, don’t hesitate to call on me. All I ask in return is that when you finally make a fatal slip, I get the first bite of your brains. I’m sure the flavor will be delicate and exceptionally sweet.”

“If that circumstance arises, I’ll try and make sure that you’re first in line,” Jon-Tom assured him dryly.

“Then I bid you a fond farewell, Master Meriweather.” The fiend was becoming a blue vapor.

“Good-bye, Fugwheez. And … thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” the vapor told him. “Therapy’s a hobby of mine. You’d be surprised how many demons and imps are deeply neurotic.” With that he swirled in upon himself and, like a puff of smoke, vanished into the nearest light fixture. The air in the kitchen turned pale blue for just an instant as the demon tested the protective parameters surrounding Jon-Tom. There sounded a mildly disappointed cry of “Darn!” when these held firm, and then the interior illumination came back on clean and white. Fugwheez was gone.

And so was Jon-Tom—out the door, down the hall, and through the main entrance to the tree. Duar bouncing gently against his back, he strode determinedly away from his home and toward the riverbank. Sunlight sparkled on his iridescent vest. There was a spring to his step that had been missing for some time, and it wasn’t due to the presence in his boots of coiled steel conjured by some mystic metallurgical spell.

“Mudge? Mudge, get up!” He pounded forcefully on the door set flush with the smooth riverbank. When no reply was forthcoming from within, he stepped back and began to sing. Moments later he heard the internal latch click.

The door swung open and he stepped through, having to bend low to clear the lintel. Designed to accommodate adult otters, it was a good two feet lower than he would have found comfortable.

The ceilings were higher, but he still had to walk bent over as he made his way deeper into the riverbank, carefully avoiding any fixtures attached to the ceiling. The light was dim and he squinted as he advanced.

“Mudge? Mudge!” There was no sign of the otter in the kitchen, with its little round windows that looked out over the river and its rough-hewn, close-to-the-floor furniture. Nor was the otter in the den, or the front hall.

Jon-Tom found him sprawled like a loosely scrawled letter S in the middle of the rumpled master bed. The room showed signs of Weegee’s efficient touch as well as Mudge’s more anarchic tastes.

“Mudge, get up.”

“Mphm, wot …?” Blinking back sleep, the otter rolled over, whiskers twitching. A hand-crocheted sleeping cap covered half his face. “Wot are you doin’ ’ere, mate? I were ’avin’ a sound sleep an’ a loverly dream.”

Jon-Tom made a face and indicated the single window through which sunlight was pouring. “It’s the middle of the day.”

“Middle …” The otter squinted sleepily at a bedstand. “Wot time is it, exactly?”

“Seven-thirty. Get up.”

“Seven-thirty! In the mornin’?” Grumbling, he sort of oozed out of the bed. “Wot is it with you ’umans an’ your peculiar affection for sunlight?”

“Come on, move your tail,” Jon-Tom demanded impatiently.

“All right, all right. Don’t get your privates in an uproar.” Mudge rubbed at his slightly bloodshot eyes as he straightened. “What’s the bloody emergency?”

Jon-Tom didn’t bother searching for a chair, knowing that none of the furniture in the riverside home was big enough to accommodate his lanky form. Instead, he sat down very carefully on the end of the bed. There was no frame, the mattress resting directly on a pad on the floor.

“Mudge, you’re as bored as I am. You admitted as much yesterday.”

The otter arched his back and stretched, which is to say he nearly stuck his head through his legs. It was an exhibition of spinal acrobatics few other creatures could have duplicated. Jon-Tom’s back twitched in sympathy.

“You jostled me out o’ a sound sleep to remind me o’ that?”

“I was cleaning house this morning as per Talea’s instructions and … look, Mudge.” As he sidled closer on the bed, the otter eyed his friend warily. “We’ve been moping around doing nothing, or virtually nothing, for years. Then Buncan and Nocter and Squill ran off and had their little adventure.”

“Little adventure?” Mudge barked sharply. “They ought to ’ave been dead ’alf a dozen times over, the bleedin’ disrespectful rebellious adolescent little sods!”

“I know,” Jon-Tom agreed soothingly, “but they accomplished what they set out to do and made it back in one piece. You heard their story. Didn’t it excite you, make you want to get back out there and see what the distant corners of the world are made of?”

“They’re made o’ dirt, mate.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Oi, that I do.” The otter yawned, showing sharp teeth, and lazily scratched his crotch. “I’m afraid I’ve become too good friends with me bed, ’ere. Besides, there ain’t nothin’ needin’ your unsolicited attention. An’ you know wot I mean.”

“Maybe nothing major,” Jon-Tom admitted, “but Clothahump is so busy, and he is getting on in years. It’s possible he can’t keep track of everything. There might be a problem or two he’s overlooked.”

“’Ow old is the ’ard-shelled old fossil fart these days anyway?” Mudge wondered aloud. “Three ’undred? Four ’undred? Not that you can tell any difference by lookin’ at ’im. Turtles don’t age much. Not only that, but ’is bloomin’ back never seems to give ’im no trouble. It ain’t fair.”

“He has to lug that shell around all day,” Jon-Tom reminded his friend. “That’s not fair, either. I’m going to ask him to feel for anything that might be out of balance. I’m sick of sitting around, helping with the housework and spellsinging away common childhood diseases and household infestations. I’m tired of working parties and graduations. I want the old thrill back, Mudge!”

The otter looked thoughtful. “You mean the thrill of wonderin’ whether we were goin’ to be crushed like bugs or ’ave our throats slit or be ceremonially torn limb from limb? That sort o’ thrill? I says, good luck to you in your reminiscin’, mate.”

“You don’t mean that, Mudge. You’re as bored as I am.”

“Sure I am. I’m bleedin’ bored out o’ me wits, mate! But there’s kinds o’ excitement that don’t require riskin’ life an’ limb to experience.”

“Just a small thing, Mudge,” Jon-Tom pleaded. “Something that wouldn’t require much traveling, and no real danger. Just a little change of pace, of locale, of venue.”

“Wot about Talea the thrice-beloved?”

“I’ll leave her a note. She’ll understand.”

“Oh, sure she will. A note. I’ll invent one for Weegee, too. ‘’Bye, darlin’. Gone off adventurin’. Back before the end o’ next year. Don’t wait up.’ Oh, she’ll love that, she will.”

“She’ll cope.” Jon-Tom exuded false confidence. “They both will. It’s not like we haven’t gone off before.”

“Think, mate. It’s been a while. A goodly while. I think where that kind o’ waitin’ is concerned, our spouses might be out o’ practice.”

“I don’t have any choice in this, Mudge,” Jon-Tom explained earnestly. “It’s too much part and partial of who I am. Of what I am. And you can’t deny that you’re having the same feelings.” He rose from the low bed. “Come on.”

“Come on?” The otter licked his lips. “Come on where, mate? ’Tis seven-thirty in the morn.”

“Seven forty-two.” Jon-Tom paused at the bedroom door. “To see Clothahump, of course. Surely there’s something happening somewhere. Some lesser, casual causal catastrophe just waiting to be put right with a spellsong or two.”

“Some tiny blade just waitin’ to slip between me ribs,” the otter groused. “I can see you ain’t goin’ to leave me be, so give me a minim to dress an’ I’ll sacrifice a perfectly good sleep-in to humor you.” He shook a short finger at his much taller friend. “But I’m warnin’ you, mate. I ain’t skippin’ away with some dumb smile on me face to watch you put life an’ limb in mortal danger to satisfy some ’idden mindless cravin’. Especially not me life an’ limb.”

“Nothing dangerous, Mudge. I promise. I have a wife and child to think of, too.”

“Oi. Now if you only ’ad a brain to go with ’em.” The otter cursed volubly as he fought to step into a pair of recalcitrant shorts.


CHAPTER 3

THE GRAND OLD OAK STILL SQUATTED SERENE AND ETERNAL in the middle of the glade. Twisted and gnarled, prodigious roots spread out from the base of the thick trunk to plunge forcefully into the ground, as if seeking to grip the very center of the Earth. The tree appeared stolid and immovable, unaffected by time or the forces of nature.

Not unlike its occupant, Jon-Tom reflected as he and Mudge approached across the grass. Like his own home, the tree’s interior was far more spacious than seemed possible, the result of a most excellent dimension-expanding spell the old wizard had perfected in his youth.

A terse cobblestone walkway led to the doorway. Jon-Tom halted before the entrance and reached for the button that protruded from the bark.

“’Aug on a minim, mate.” Mudge pointed. “Wot’s that?”

“That’s right—you haven’t been here in a while, have you? It’s a concept from my own world. I described it to Clothahump and I guess he was kind of taken with the notion. It’s called a doorbell. More efficient than knocking. I wasn’t sure he could make one function here.” He jabbed the white button with a forefinger.

From deep within the tree a choir of trumpets blared sonorously, ringing out an impressive fanfare. Simultaneously, a septet of exquisite birds-of-paradise materialized to proclaim a greeting in what sounded to Jon-Tom’s ears vaguely like avian Latin. As the resounding trumpets faded, the seven birds vanished, to be replaced by a pair of black bantam-sized storm clouds flanking the portal. Thunder pealed across the cobblestones as miniature lightning bolts struck and illuminated the nameplate fastened to the middle of the door.

The declaratory nimbuses mellowed and turned white, whereupon a petite rainbow no wider than Jon-Tom’s waist arced from one puffy cloud to the other, forming a perfect fulgent archway over the door. As the last trumpet echoed from an unseen distance, the minuscule rainbow and tiny clouds shattered like soft glass, dusting the two visitors with a shower of pure color that adhered only to their memories.

“In retrospect,” Jon-Tom murmured as the door swung inward to admit them, “I probably shouldn’t have challenged him. I think he may have gone and overdone it a little.”

A stocky figure clad in cloak and simple vestments stood just inside the entrance, gazing back at them. Jon-Tom sighed. Clothahump was not the easiest wizard to work for. The turtle went through famuli as fast as a pneumonic elephant went through nose drops.

The sloth before them blinked slow eyes and spoke carefully. “I am Ghorpul, Clothahump’s famulus. I—”

“You don’t have to go through the formalities, Ghorpul. I know who you are.” Jon-Tom indicated his companion, who was eyeing the new assistant curiously. “This is my friend Mudge.”

“Ghorpul,” Mudge barked. “What kind of a name is Ghorpul?”

The sloth was slow, but not dense. “That’s pretty funny, coming from someone named Mudge.” He turned sideways in the hall and beckoned. “Enter, Master Jon-Tom. And,” he added disapprovingly, “friend.”

Clothahump was not to be found in any of his several studies, nor in the great library. When finally he arrived in the audience chamber, it was clear he had been napping.

“Jon-Tom, what are you doing here today?” He yawned, his beak stretching wide.

“Why not today, Master?”

“It’s Crixxas.”

“Who’s ass?” quipped Mudge.

The wizard peered over his glasses at Jon-Tom’s companion. “Ah, the otter,” he murmured, as if that explained everything. Which it did. He returned his attention to the tall human.

“Crixxas is one of the more important wizardly holidays. A time for meditation on the great mysteries, for scrutiny of the Higher Plenum, for consideration of matters of time and space most profound. For unsullied cogitation and noble reflection.” He gestured with a thick-fingered hand.

“Yet I see that you abjure all that in favor of traveling attire, on a morning when all responsible sorcerers and wizards and spellsingers should be devoting themselves to hermetic contemplation.”

“My apologies, Master. I guess I didn’t look at my calendar. I’ve been kind of preoccupied lately.”

“So I’ve noticed.” The turtle looked resigned. “Well, no matter. You are here. Sit and unburden yourselves.” He glanced over at the sloth. “Ghorpul, go back to your cleaning.”

“Yes, Master.” The sloth shuffled off into the hallway.

Clothahump plumped himself down into a deeply concave chair, snugging his shell into the egg-shaped receptacle. “Slowest famulus I’ve ever had.”

“I was meaning to ask you,” said Jon-Tom, “why a sloth?”

“You know why, lad. He has an excellent memory, a real mind, and some notion of what honest study involves. This contrasts with the attitude of many previous assistants, who all too often seemed to have nothing between their ears except a lump of flavored sponge cake. Ghorpul’s only drawback is that it takes him twice as long as it should to perform the simplest tasks.” The wizard gazed longingly at the ceiling.

“Perhaps someday I’ll finally find a famulus who combines speed and efficiency with intelligence. A brilliant otter, perhaps.” He squinted appraisingly at Mudge, who was slumped in the chair he’d chosen, short legs spread wide, his stained vest hanging open and one finger up his nose.

“Then again,” the wizard concluded thoughtfully, “perhaps not.” He shifted his attention back to Jon-Tom. “Now that you have broken my concentration, what is it so urgent it makes you forget even Crixxas?”

Jon-Tom looked over at Mudge, who was ignoring him with practiced finesse. Finding no support from that quarter, he looked hopefully at the wizard.

“Really not much of anything, Master.”

“Come come, lad. You can tell old Clothahump.”

“I just did, sir. That is the problem. Nothing’s the matter. Anywhere.”

Clothahump looked dubious. “I fail to see why you should regard that as a disturbing state of affairs.”

“Frankly, Clothahump, Mudge and I are bored.”

“Ah!” The wizard’s face lit with understanding. Which in Clothahump’s case meant it actually took on a slight, pale evanescence. “Adventure self-denial. A not uncommon malady among individuals of your age and intellectual-emotional type. I, of course, am immune to such juvenile disorders. I presume you have given some thought to a possible course of treatment?”

Jon-Tom edged forward until he was sitting on the rim of his seat. “It doesn’t have to be anything significant, Master. A small dilemma we could resolve. Something requiring the attention of a spellsinger. Nothing drastic, no real perils. Just a little spice.”

Removing his glasses, Clothahump set to cleaning them with a soft cloth he extracted from one of the drawers built into his plastron. “I wish I could help you, lad, but insofar as I can tell, all is right with the world. There is a faint sense of occasional crises elsewhere, but you say you are averse to any serious commuting.” He shrugged, his shell bobbing. “Now if you will excuse me, I desire to return to the profound mental state in which I had immersed myself prior to your unexpected and intrusive arrival. Remnants of a difficult conceptualization still cling to the heightened edge of my consciousness.”

“Oi, let’s leave ’im alone, mate.” Mudge slid off his chair. “I’m ready to reacquaint meself with me bed, I am.”

“But we agreed,” Jon-Tom protested.

The otter walked over until he was staring straight into the seated human’s face. “Look ’ere, mate, you’ve asked ’is sorcerership if there were any problems wot needed dealin’ with and ’e’s told you there ain’t. So why don’t you leave the both of us be and go back to your ’ousecleanin’?”

“No! There has to be something. Anything,” he insisted, imploring the wizard.

“Welllll …” The turtle replaced his glasses on his beak. “There is one little thing. A genuine inconsequentiality.”

“Anything,” Jon-Tom reiterated.

Clothahump considered. “It involves music.”

“There, you see?” the spellsinger informed a doubtful Mudge. “Something simple enough for me to deal with.”

“Simple is as simple does,” the otter muttered under his breath.

“I do not know if this is a matter fixable,” Clothahump professed, “or if so, if it is even worth pondering over.”

“Tell me,” asked Jon-Tom eagerly.

The wizard composed himself. “It appears to involve a minor disturbance in the musical firmament. Nothing to titillate one, I’m afraid.”

Jon-Tom slumped. “A musical disturbance? That’s it?”

“I warned you.”

“This disturbance. You’re sure it’s not destroying a village somewhere, or undermining the stability of a mountain, or driving to madness some ferocious being?”

“Afraid not.”

“It hardly sounds worth wasting a spellsong on. A task for a minor adept, at most.”

“Take it or leave it, lad.”

Jon-Tom considered. “There’s nothing else?” Clothahump shook his head, whereupon his young partner looked resigned. “All right, then: Tell me about it.”

“It’s actually a bit more specific than just a disturbance. I’ve succeeded in isolating the condition, or rather, it appears to have isolated itself. As to an esthetic evaluation, that is beyond me. As you know, I have something of a tin ear. Or would, if I had ears.” He chuckled at his own joke.

“That’s our Clothahump,” attested Mudge softly. “A regular barrel o’ unrestrained mirth.”

“Yes, well.” Somewhat less than overwhelmed by companionable hilarity, the wizard regained his aplomb. “I suppose you should have a look at it.”

“A look at it?” Jon-Tom’s eyebrows lifted.

Rising from his chair, Clothahump beckoned for them to follow him deeper into the convoluted maze that was the tree’s interior.

The subject of his terse discourse idled in an alcove hollowed out of an internal wall near the back of a workshop, soaking up numinous ambiance like a lizard on a hot rock. As the trio approached, the collage of scintillating motes oscillated, momentarily catching and throwing back the subdued light. It was a ghostly luminescence, Jon-Tom mused: a glimmering not-there existing at the outermost limits of visual perception, a faint phosphorescence that skated so lightly on the thin ice of one’s corneas that the relevant rods and cones barely remarked on its presence.

Like the shadow of an aurora, it hovered before them. Then the motes seemed to twitch briefly and reposition themselves. As they did so, a musical tone sounded in the room. It was pleasant, plaintive, and fleeting.

“I can’t see it very well,” Jon-Tom declared, “but it’s lovely. What is it?”

“Music, of course,” said the wizard. “What did you think it was? An acoustical alignment. A harmonic convergence. A sonorous synchronicity.”

“I don’t follow. I heard the tone, but that doesn’t tell me what it is.”

“I’ve just told you, lad. It’s music.”

“I’ll be recruited for a eunuch,” Mudge exclaimed. “I’ve ’eard plenty o’ music in me time, but I ain’t never actually seen any before.”

Jon-Tom regarded the wispy ovoid with great interest as it chimed afresh. “I didn’t know you could see music.”

“It’s normally not this straightforward.” Clothahump squinted through his glasses. “Usually conditions have to be exactly right. Even so, it’s slippery stuff to try and get a visual fix on.”

Taking a step forward, he extended a stubby hand. The mote-mass hesitated, then began to curl freely about his fingers, bathing them in halftones. They cast, Jon-Tom noted, no shadow.

“It appears to be a portion of a much larger musical thought,” the wizard informed them. “I have done some research and find it to consist of a number of unvarying chords which are continuously re-forming themselves.” He grunted. “Music is not an area in which I chose to specialize.”

Jon-Tom moved forward. “May I?”

“By all means.” The wizard stepped aside.

The motes drifted clear of Clothahump’s fingers and cautiously swarmed Jon-Tom’s extended hand. There
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