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CHAPTER
ONE

The sharp bark of
signals, the crack and grunt of helmeted bodies colliding, the race
for position, and out of it all a football that arced gracefully
through the clear crisp air, its outline preternaturally sharp
against the deep blue of the cloudless sky. The opposition
scrambled frantically away from the line of scrimmage when it
realized how cleverly it had been fooled, and the receiver,
standing alone in the end zone, waited patiently for the spiraling
missile to reach him. The home crowd of nearly one hundred thousand
screamed its delight at the sight of the winning touchdown soaring
toward home. The opposing coach yanked off his earphones and pulled
out his hair in great frustrated clumps. The receiver lifted his
hands. The crowd rose to its feet and roared encouragement. The
opposing coach slumped to his knees and uttered a prayer. The
receiver watched in awe as the football dropped lazily toward him.
The crowd fell silent in bloodthirsty expectation. The opposing
coach closed his eyes.

The receiver dropped the ball.

And Gideon Sunday stood alone on the field
with hands on his hips, shaking his head slowly and wondering aloud
why, even in his fantasies, he couldn't complete a pass.

"You know," he said, "maybe I ought to take
this as a sign."

"It's a rock," a woman's rasping voice said
behind him.

"I know it's a rock, but it could be a sign,
too."

"A rock is a rock. A sign is a sign. That
rock wasn't a sign."

He turned around and glared down at the huge
white duck waddling toward him. "Sis, that may be a simple rock to
you, but to me it's a sign."

The duck stopped, peered around his legs at
the puff of dust rising from the spot where the rock had landed,
and shook her head. "It's a rock. If it was a sign, the guy would
have caught it."

Gideon brushed a tangle of brown hair from
his eyes and raised an eyebrow. "How do you know he dropped
it?"

"Because I've been watching you all
afternoon. And all afternoon you've been reliving your glory days
as a quarterback. Both of them. I know when the guy catches it, and
I know when he drops it. That guy dropped it." She moved closer and
pecked lightly at his knee. "I'm sorry, but it's not a sign, Giddy.
It's a rock."

Slowly, reminding himself that she was after
all his sister no matter what she looked like and no matter how
often she tried to leech the romance from his soul, he lowered
himself to the ground. With a great show of fastidiousness, he
dusted off his jeans, adjusted his long, dark, pacch-hide cloak
more closely around his shoulders, and sighed. Loudly. Filling the
air with a melancholy prelude to figurative self-immolation that
would have sent his sister racing for their tent had he not, at the
same time, clamped a gentle hand about her neck.

"Sis?"

"What?"

"I'm homesick."

"And I'm a duck. We all have our troubles,
brother."

He ignored the lingering bitterness in her
voice as a natural reaction to a love lost forever because the man
who had prompted such affection to blossom in her downy bosom had
not stuck by her after their last efforts to return her to her
rightful form had failed. Since the man, a blacksmith with the
brawn of his profession and the brains of a horseshoe, had never
rated very highly in his estimation anyway, Gideon was not as
bereft as his sister. Good riddance to bad rubbish, he thought,
though he did not speak the sentiment aloud for fear she would nip
his legs off at the kneecaps. She might be down, but she was still
in possession of a rather volatile temper that made occasional good
use of her present configuration.

"Besides," she added, twisting her neck free
and squatting beside him, "you're not homesick, you're in love.
Disgusting, but true."

He sighed again.

Ivy.

The very hint of her name sent a curious
effervescent tingle through his veins and an equally curious flush
to his raggedly bearded cheeks.

Ivy of the sweeping blonde hair and deep
green eyes, of the gentle hands and quiet demeanor, of the figure
that gave him nightly, and once in a while afternoonly,
palpitations.

"And it beats me all to hell why you just
don't go up there and see her and get it over with."

"Because," he said sorrowfully.

"Because why?"

"Because I'm not sure I'm really ready yet
for a long-term commitment."

The duck eyed him in surprise. "What? Who
said anything about a long-term commitment, for heaven's sake? You
go up there, you mess around a little, you get her out of your
system, and you'll feel a lot better."

"Hey!" he exclaimed in gentlemanly
protest.

"What's the matter? You think she won't mess
around?" She snorted. "Believe me when I tell you, as your sister
who is sick of your cow eyes and sighing, she'll mess around."

"Crude," he muttered. "Very crude."

The duck said nothing.

Gideon stared at the ground.

The duck said nothing.

Gideon stared at his hands.

The duck shifted, and said nothing.

Gideon stared blindly into the distance and
shivered as a cool breeze, autumnal in its touch, tousled his hair
over his eyes and ruffled the edges of his cloak.

"Well, for Christ's sake!" the duck said.

"All right, all right," he said. "So maybe
I'm not all that sure about the love part."

"That's better."

"But I sure do miss her."

"Then why don't we do something about it,
instead of sitting around here like a couple of lumps, waiting for
something to happen?" She snapped her beak. "The last time we hung
around, I nearly got killed."

He would have argued, at least about the
lumps, but he knew she was right. They had vegetated long enough;
it was time they bestirred themselves into positive action.

"And I'm tired of being a duck."

Gideon did not respond. He didn't dare.
Because every time she complained about her condition, and every
time he promised to do something about it, he got into trouble. The
first time, though he admitted it was before he knew she was a duck
in the first place, he had found this new and strange world at the
back of his pantry in New Jersey, and had nearly died a thousand
deaths trying to rescue her from a sacrificial plucking. The second
time, when he knew full well that the white duck was in reality his
sister, Tuesday, the former movie star, he had notched another
hundred or so near-death experiences while, at the same time and
through no fault of his own, battling a pair of beautiful women who
had nothing better to do than to attempt a conquest of this new,
strange, and utterly ridiculous world.

Since then, he had vowed each night before
falling asleep that there would not be a third time.

He also understood that there was nothing
more stubborn than a woman who one day wakes up and finds herself
changed into a large, albeit attractive, duck, and who desires more
than anything to have said transformation reversed before she pines
away for lack of a decent steak and a good man's strong arms.

He stood decisively and faced into the wind.
"Tuesday," he said, "you're right."

"Of course I am," she told him. "This duck
stuff is a pain in the ass. Do you have any idea what it's like to
have a pair of lips that can chop wood in a pinch?"

He strode quickly off, toward a tall, conical
tent pitched on a low knoll some hundred yards away.

"Do you know what it's like," she shouted,
"when your womanly urges are screwed up because you're covered with
a permanent goddamned boa?"

He whistled once, shrilly, and grinned when a
large caprine creature wandered into view.

"Gideon, are you listening to me?"

The beast was long-haired, long-tailed, and
as tall as a husky long-legged horse; its hooves were rather
nastily clawed, and on its head was a pair of oversized ram's horns
that had, in the past, done a great deal of damage to those who
thought it was only a tranquil, dim-witted lorra.

"Red," he called as he approached the tent,
"we're going up to see Ivy. We're leaving as soon as I pack a few
things and change my clothes."

Red, who in the manner of his species seldom
got excited over much of anything except food, nodded absently and
returned to his grazing, the ground-length silky hair that gave him
his name rippling as the breeze gusted into a chilled, damp wind.
He moved only once—when the tent collapsed and Gideon's thrashing
threatened to upset his digestion.

When Gideon finally battled through the folds
to the open air, he dragged behind him a large burlap sack that
bulged intriguingly. His cloak was gone. His pearl-buttoned shirt
had been changed from a blue tartan pattern to one of dark red and
darker green. His jeans had been tucked into a pair of smooth
leather boots. And around his waist was a thick leather belt,
attached to which was a thick leather holster in which had been
placed a greenwood weapon that resembled a superbly hewn and
sensuously smooth baseball bat.

"Ready," he announced.

Tuesday circled twice overhead and landed
neatly at his feet. "Good for you. Someone's coming."

He looked eastward, toward the halfhearted
low walls of the city of Rayn nearly half a mile away, and saw a
tiny figure racing toward them. "I wonder who that could be?" he
said.

Red purred his ignorance.

The figure tripped, fell, picked itself up,
and started running again.

"Don't talk to him," the duck pleaded. "It's
probably bad news."

"What bad news? Maybe it's... lord, maybe
it's a message from Whale! God, Sis, maybe he's finally found the
right spell!"

Tuesday grumbled something too low for him to
hear, though not low enough to convince him it wasn't a fowl
obscenity. His sister had too often placed her hopes on Whale
Pholler's abilities to change her back into the svelte beauty she
claimed once to have been, and each time his abilities had proved
not to be up to the task. He tried. He tried terribly hard and very
earnestly. But when all was said and done and the smoke cleared
from his efforts, he was a better armorer than he was a
magician.

The figure tripped, regained its feet, and
kept on running.

"On the other hand," Gideon said quietly,
"maybe the Wamchus are at it again."

Red snorted, and his eyes turned vaguely
black.

Tuesday stretched out her great wings and
batted her brother soundly about the shins. "Don't say that!" she
hissed.

Gideon only shrugged and stepped out of her
way. His reference to the villain who had attempted with his three
wives to subjugate the populace of this world was not made lightly.
The man in question had been too quiet for too long. He had also,
during Gideon's last perilous adventure, lost two of his spouses.
He could not, then, be expected to take such a defeat without some
thought of retaliation.

Wamchu lived in the world's Lower Ground,
called Choy by those who dared give it a name.

Gideon was currently staying in the world's
Middle Ground, called Chey by those who wished to distinguish it
from the Lower and less hospitable Ground.

Ivy lived on the highest level, the Upper
Ground which was hardly ever referred to by name since, when you
wanted others to know where you were going or where you were from,
all you had to do was point up.

The figure tripped into a cartwheel, landed
on its back, and sat there shaking its spike-haired head. Its eyes
blinked heavily. Its hands checked for broken limbs and contusions
of a debilitating nature. Then it rose to its feet and walked the
rest of the way.

"I'll be damned," Gideon said. "It's
Jimm."

Tuesday groaned and turned to waddle into the
tent, saw the ruins and groaned again, and sat on them. She was not
Jimm Horrn's greatest fan, though he had on more than one occasion
saved her life with what few combat skills he had. What she could
not understand was how a young man like that could dare claim he
made his living as a thief.

Jimm took the slope of the rise slowly,
puffing and blowing and generally making it clear to anyone who
cared to look that he was out of breath, out of condition, and long
since out of caring whether he delivered his message or not.

Gideon shook his hand, Red butted him
playfully, and the thief dropped to the grass, where he massaged
his cheeks and forehead. "That's a long walk," he said. "Well,
maybe not all that long a walk, but certainly you couldn't make it
in five minutes, could you?" He smiled. "I have a message."

Gideon nodded solemnly. "From Whale, I
assume."

"Right." Horrn toyed with the buttons of his
leather vest. "I don't think you're going to like it, though. Well,
if you're really bored, maybe you will. I don't know if I could
ever be that bored, though."

"Kill him," Tuesday said.

Horrn looked alarmed.

"She's kidding," Gideon assured him as he sat
beside him and crossed his legs.

"No I'm not," she insisted. "He's got bad
news. Kill him before we find out what it is and have to do
something about it."

The young man gingerly brushed a hand through
his sandy, spiky hair and cleared his throat. "I have to tell you.
Whale says I have to tell you."

"Then tell me," Gideon said.

"I'll kill him, if you want," Tuesday
said.

"Shut up, Sis."

"It's the Wamchus."

Gideon considered the wisdom of his sister's
sage advice, but the look on Horrn's face stopped him from taking
out his bat and pounding the hairy spikes into the man's brain.

"What," he said, "about them?"

"Well," Jim said nervously, "Whale said
something about getting a message from Above."

"Funny you should mention that," Tuesday
muttered.

"He says that there's some kind of trouble up
there."

Tuesday made a sound remarkably like a duck
imitating a goat's bleating. Red gave her a puzzled look.

"He says the Wamchus have brought an army
into the Scarred Mountains and are getting ready to take over the
world."

"Again?" Gideon said before his sister
could.

"Well, he hasn't actually taken it over
before, you know," Jimm said stiffly. "Not really. That is, not all
of it."

"Jesus!" Gideon said suddenly, and leapt to
his feet. "My god—Ivy!"

Horrn nodded. "Yes. Whale says the message
was from Ivy, and Ivy says that if you don't get up there and help
her real soon, she's going to die and never see you again."

Gideon whirled to face north, to face the
mountain range on the horizon, a range so high its top was obscured
by a permanent cap of clouds.

"Tuesday," he said, "I have to go."

"You were going anyway."

"He was?" Horrn said, amazed.

"He's in love."

"He is?"

"With Ivy."

"Ivy?"

Gideon's hands folded slowly into fists, and
the wind whipped around him, roaring to his ears. Clouds from the
south scudded darkly overhead, and there was the distinct touch of
snow in the suddenly colder air. From the woods to the left came
the mournful cry of a baying hound. From the city to the east came
the high skirling wail of a dirge of pipes. And from the north he
could hear the cries of men forging themselves into fighting
machines, women weeping over the loss of lovers and children,
animals shrieking in pain, birds circling over piles of bloody
fresh carrion.

Shit, he thought; all I wanted to
do was mess around.




CHAPTER TWO

"If you think,"
Tuesday said grimly, "I'm going to fly all the way the hell up
there just so you can save the life of some hussy; you've got
another think coming."

Gideon slipped down off Red's back and rubbed
his palms together, massaged his nape, scratched at his chest, did
four swift knee bends to loosen his legs, and looked reproachfully
at his sister.

"There was a wise man," he told her, "who
once said that he who flinches from his duty will soon flinch from
the blade of an avenging angel."

Tuesday closed one eye and stared at him.
"What wise man was that?"

"I don't know. He's dead."

"From taking his own advice, no doubt."

Gideon raised a sarcastic eyebrow and turned
to examine the object of the duck's protest.

It was the foot of the northern mountain
range.

Ordinarily, having climbed over mountain
ranges, he would not have heeded his sister's threats. This,
however, was not ordinary. Nor was it so much a range, he noted, as
it was a single gigantic upheaval of Chey's northern frontier,
which, at its plateau above, held another world at least as large
as this one. It's going to be a bitch, he thought as he walked
toward it, and remembered how he had gotten down it in the first
place—by falling off the edge. But at that time, a certain residue
of Whale's magic had enabled him to glide effortlessly through the
air, and into Chey's largest inland sea.

That he had survived the journey reasonably
intact was less a commentary on Whale's powers than it was a sign
that he didn't want to die.

Now he had to go up.

Straight up.

There were no foothills, no gentle pastoral
slopes he could take at his leisure, no trams or cable cars he
could ride in and view the panorama spread so awesomely around
him.

Straight up.

Two days after they had left Rayn and the
plain, the grass and road ended and the range began.

"I don't think it'll be too hard," he said
after a while.

"Then why didn't Jimm come with us?"

"Because Whale needs him."

"And why didn't Whale come with us?"

"Because he's the mayor of Rayn and has
duties to perform."

Tuesday quacked, flapped her wings, and
condemned with sour effectiveness the magician's progeny to a
lifetime of baldness in a hatless desert.

Gideon stepped back and looked up, one finger
rubbing the side of his nose. He could see no plants or small trees
to grasp, nor were there any nooks and crannies he might be able to
use as natural foot- and handholds. He had no rope. He had no
hot-air balloon. And, unlike his sister, he had no wings.

"What do you think, Red?"

Red lifted his head and appeared to study the
situation, his left front hoof clawing an idle trench in the
ground. Then, with a snort and a purr, he began walking
northwestward, leaving the others no choice but to follow since he
was also carrying the tent and food on his back.

"Does he know what he's doing?" Tuesday asked
as she panted to keep pace with her brother.

"It looks like it."

"You wanna bet he's faking it?"

"Would you have bet you'd be turned into a
duck when you left home that night after refusing that offer to do
the nude scene with the dolphins?"

"That," she said primly, "has nothing to do
with this. That was a clear matter of artistic judgment. Besides,
dolphins have cold noses."

Red wandered on, eyeing the vertical slope
and grunting to himself.

"I didn't know that," Gideon said.

"That's because you've never been goosed by
one."

"You were goosed by a dolphin?"

Red looked back, looked ahead, and kept
walking.

Tuesday told him she didn't want to talk
about it, that the memory was painful enough without him dredging
up memorable sidelights to the last night of her career. She fell
into a pout. Gideon, sighing, reached down and pulled her out,
kicked some dirt into the pout to cover it in case other travelers
came this way, and refocused his attention on the lorra, who was
bulling through a screen of heavy brush, his horns slashing the way
clear for his companions.

By mid-afternoon the sun was high and warm
overhead, and he was ready to concede that his sister might have
been right. Then Red stopped, lifted his head, and bellowed.

"Now that," said the
duck, "is a sign."

"Nice," Gideon said,
stroking the lorra's neck.

Here, beyond the now-battered foliage screen,
a switchback series of stepped ramps had been cut into the slope's
face. They were not steep, though they promised eventual agony for
his legs, and they were wide enough so that he would not be forced
to walk a tightrope between the face of the cliff and a direct
invitation to oblivion.

As he craned his neck, he thought he saw
indications of caves farther up, and the sighting brought back
another memory—as he was falling toward the lake, he had turned to
look at the cliff and had seen a series of caves and ladders which,
at the time, had seemed to him an infinitely more convenient way to
get to the bottom than the one he'd been using. He began to hope,
then, that he'd be at the top in less time than he had feared.

"Well," he said, "I suppose we'd better get
going."

Tuesday balked. "What's your hurry? Don't you
think we ought to rest for the night? We're not going to get all
the way up in one day, you know."

Gideon checked the straps that held the
supplies on the lorra's back. "Sis, you know as well as I do that
the longer we take, the worse it will be when we get there. Who
knows? We may even be too late now."

"Well," she said, "if we're too late, there's
no sense in going in the first place, right?"

He looked over his shoulder. "What the hell's
the matter with you?"

She looked up.

He looked up. He looked down. "You're
kidding."

"If I could, I'd cross my heart."

"But you're a duck!"

"Watch it," she warned.

"I mean, you can fly!"

"You'll notice I don't go very high. And when
I do, I close my eyes."

"How can you fly with your eyes closed?"

"A wing and a prayer," she said, and swatted
his rump with the former. "I can't do it."

"Then don't look down."

"If I fly, I'll look down."

"Then walk."

She lifted one flat, orange foot.

Gideon slowly lowered his head onto Red's
back and considered leaving her behind. After all, she wouldn't be
much use to him or Ivy if she was catatonic from fright before they
were even halfway to their destination. And, when he thought about
it a little longer, he also suspected she wouldn't be much good in
a fight. One on one, she was terrific, as he'd already seen;
against an army of the sort Wamchu had likely raised, however, she
would probably be a disaster.

On the other hand, if he did leave her
behind, there was a chance that one of Wamchu's henchmen might
capture her before she reached the safety of the city, and then he
would feel guilty for the rest of his life because he had deserted
her. And since she was the only member of his family left, duck or
not, he didn't think he wanted to be an orphan this late in
life.

He lifted his head and swiped the hair from
his eyes.

"Well?" she said.

He pointed at the foot of the ramp.

"Shit."

Red's purr sounded very much like a snicker,
and she glared at him, glared at her brother, and twitched her tail
in a gesture that, had she had a hand, and the appropriate finger,
would have been all too clear. As it was, Gideon had to assume, for
the sake of her sisterly reputation, that she was merely signaling
him to get on with it, stop stalling, let's get it over before my
other foot gets cold.

Red followed.

Gideon brought up the rear.

And as they climbed, the afternoon faded into
twilight, the sky darkening to bands of purple and rose as a
smattering of unfamiliar stars presaged the advent of the faceless
moon. The cliff's face shaded from dark brown to nearly black, save
where it was irregularly streaked with an odd shade of yellow that
more than once made him think of demonic faces leering at him from
the depths of the rock.

The going was fairly easy, aside from a few
patches of loose stone that almost pitched him over the side forty
feet up, and the uneven way the steps had been carved into the
ramps so that he never knew where his foot was going to land, and
the way Tuesday kept to his right, huddling against his leg and
forcing him closer and closer to the edge until he had to nudge her
away and then pet her so she wouldn't feel rejected.

The temperature dropped.

Red ruffled his fur, and Tuesday fluffed her
feathers.

Gideon pulled out his pacch cloak and slung
it around his shoulders, fastening it across the throat by means of
a solid gold hook-and-ring in the center of which was a pale green
jewel in the shape of a fanged hare. The garment, for all its
stiffness, was remarkably comfortable and warm, and he was all the
more glad for it when, two hours later, the wind came up, sweeping
relentlessly around the face of the cliff with the mournful cry of
a midnight owl, pummeling first his back, then his front. His
cheeks ached. His ears burned. His legs began to feel as if he were
walking a treadmill of slippery pebbles.

There was no sense looking up—the top of the
range was still out of sight and, once the sun was gone, even the
clouds merged into the black that crept toward them like a vast and
sentient shadow.

An hour into the evening the ramp leveled to
a broad ledge; in its center was a shallow cave, and Gideon, not
wishing to take an unfortunate misstep, suggested they stop
torturing themselves and camp for the night. Tuesday was inside
before he knew she had even moved, and Red, after realizing there
would be no decent foraging, grumpily paced for several minutes
before curling up in the cave's mouth. Gideon knelt behind him,
arms folded on the animal's spine, chin on his wrists.

"You know," he said quietly, "it's really
lovely up here."

Red bobbed his head.

"I remember when I first saw this place—boy,
it seems like a hundred years ago. God, I was scared. You wouldn't
believe it to see me now, but I was absolutely certain I was going
to die without ever seeing you or Sis again. I just knew it. I had,
I guess, one of those premonitions, you know what I mean? Like I
did when they told me that Sis was dead in that car crash. I didn't
believe it. I really didn't. I just knew she was alive. Deep down,
so far down inside me I didn't know it was there, I knew for a fact
she wouldn't leave me without saying goodbye. Of course, I didn't
die, and she didn't say goodbye because she was a duck by then, but
you can't be right all the time, right? or else you'd go crazy.
Knowing everything that's going to happen in the future, I mean.
Wouldn't that drive you out of your mind, knowing all that? Having
all that responsibility? Having all those lives, the very world, in
your hands? God, that scares me just to think about it."

Red shifted.

The dark erased everything but the sound of
his voice.

"And now here we are. Incredible. It reminds
me of the time me and my first sweetheart went to the movies
and—"

"Gideon, do you mind?"

He glanced into the cave. "Sorry. I didn't
know you were sleeping."

"I'm not. But I want to be."

He turned, using the lorra's side as a
pillow, the cloak for a blanket. "You don't have to listen, you
know. Red and I were just waxing nostalgia."

"You were waxing. Red was sleeping."

Red snored.

Gideon sighed.

He had stopped counting the number of times
he had wondered why everyone seemed to blame their misfortunes on
him, and to stick him with the jobs no one else wanted to do. It
wasn't as if he didn't have problems of his own. There was Ivy, and
there was his sister, and there was the plain and simple fact that,
love or not, he was truly homesick. This world, for all its beauty
and danger, wasn't his; this world, peopled as it was with some of
the most interesting characters he had ever met—aside from his
third-grade teacher, who ate raw hamburger for lunch and kept a pet
turtle in her drawer—this world, as exotic as it was, couldn't beat
his own living room on a Sunday night, when he would settle down in
his bathrobe with a crossword puzzle and a glass of moderately poor
scotch.

Which was what he had been doing, come to
think of it, when this all started.

He wondered who was in his house now.

He wondered how many calls he'd gotten since
he'd left, calls from his agent offering him positions on
championship-bound teams that needed, just for the season, a
seasoned quarterback in case the star sprained a thumb or jammed a
toe.

He tried to figure out how those damned
Bridges worked—gateways between worlds, as it had been explained to
him, that came and went depending upon the need of the person.

He sat up and stared into the darkness over
Red's back, and wondered how that pair of slanted red eyes had
gotten all the way up here.

Red eyes he had seen before.

Malevolent red eyes that could belong to only
one person.

"Tuesday," he whispered urgently.

"I see them," she answered.

"What should we do?"

"You're the hero, you tell me."

The eyes vanished, and he heard a mocking
laugh carried away by the wind.

"I think we should get some sleep."

"What, and be murdered in our beds?"

"Then you stand guard. I'm going to have to
be clearheaded in the morning."

"What, and lose my sleep?"

He settled down again and closed his eyes.
When his sister called to him, he ignored her; when she called a
second time, he rolled over and ignored her; when she called a
third time, and added a fairly good scream besides, he sat up,
rubbed his eyes, and saw that the sun was already lighting the sky
overhead.

He also saw the creature standing on the
ledge, a spear in its hand and a gleam in its eye.




CHAPTER
THREE

Slowly, not wanting
to antagonize the creature into doing something stupid like killing
them all and ending forever his dream of returning to New Jersey,
Gideon reached for his bat, specially forged for him by Whale
Pholler, and cursed when he realized he had taken the belt off
sometime during the night. Without moving, he glanced side to side,
and saw the weapon off to his left, under Red's tail.

Tuesday waddled up behind him and poked him
in the back. "Do you see it?"

"How could I miss it?" he whispered, at the
same time telling himself it was only a dream and not to worry, he
would wake up any minute now and discover his sister sitting smugly
on his chest and nibbling at his nose. Probably, he thought, it was
something he'd eaten that his body refused on principle to digest,
one of those leafy concoctions Tuesday had whipped up for them last
night as they climbed. It was only to be expected; she was a lousy
cook, and always had been from the first time she began
experimenting with peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on toasted
rye and discovered that by adding a touch of pimento and a dash of
soft-boiled egg she had hit upon the perfect, if not lethal, cure
for a hangover.

"I think it's naked," she said, not
altogether shocked.

"How can you tell? It isn't wearing
anything."

It was not quite as tall as Gideon, but it
gave the appearance of great height nevertheless as it stood boldly
framed against the blue of the sky and the green vista below. It
was vaguely humanoid, if one, after screaming himself hoarse,
discounted the sloping, bleached white, naked skull that had
shimmering grey holes where the eyes should have been, the broad
skeleton-like torso whose flat polished ribs enclosed shimmering
grey hair, and the bony arms and bandy legs that seemed not to have
a shred of flesh upon them; and it would have been more than a
little corpse-like had it not been able to manipulate its facial
structure much the way a human does shortly after waking and
discovering he's died during the night.

Gideon shuddered.

Red yawned, looked around, saw the thing
standing not ten inches from his muzzle and scrambled to his feet,
his tail high and whipping, his eyes instantly black. There was the
start of a menacing growl before he changed his mind and shook his
head as if in disbelief, then backed hastily into the cave and sat
on his haunches.

The creature took a step forward.

Gideon and Tuesday each took a step back.

Red began to sample the rare taste of a rock
he discovered at his feet.

Suddenly the creature lifted the bone-tipped
spear over its head, waved it around in an elaborate circle, and
jammed its point deep into the ground.

"I think he's telling us he wants to be
friends," Gideon said with more hope than certainty.

"I think he's telling us he can tear us apart
with his bare hands."

The creature approached them again, tilted
its head sideways and stared at the duck. There was the
unmistakable sound of a quizzical whimper in its throat, wherever
that was, and Tuesday responded with a whimper of her own, one a
bit more definite about what she was thinking.

Gideon knelt and put an arm gently over her
back. "It's all right," he said without taking his gaze from the
thing. "I honestly don't think it intends to harm us."

"Prove it," she said.

When he looked at Red for support physical or
moral, the lorra looked at the roof of the cave; when he looked at
his sister, she scuttled away from his arm and squatted between
Red's two front hooves; when he looked back at the creature, it
held out its hand.

He stood, hesitated, made a wish, and grabbed
it.

The creature instantly yanked its hand free
and shook it, blew on it; the shimmering grey darkened. "Damn," it
said. "What are you trying to do, kill me? For heaven's sake!"

Gideon smiled cautious relief. "I'm sorry. I
guess I don't know my own strength."

"Too right by half." It blew on its hand
again, then pulled the spear from the ground with a minimum of
effort. "Besides, you have a cushion, so to speak, and all I have
is this petrified calcium."

It sighed, and Gideon turned his head
politely away from the breath that made him think of the mold he
used to find on the shower curtain in the middle of the summer
before he learned to take baths and examine the rings instead.

The creature drew itself up then and pointed
to the right. "Well, let's get going, shall we? This awful wind's
going to blow me into toothpicks if I don't get out of here soon."
It started along the ledge, paused when it realized no one was
following, and returned to put its free hand on its hip.
"Well?"

Gideon, with a look to the others to keep
them in their place, which by their disgusted expressions they had
no intention of leaving in the first place, casually walked over to
his belt and picked it up, strapped it on, and let his hand close
over the handle of the greenwood bat. The bat that no one in this
world could lift but him. Immediately, the holster opened and the
bat was at port arms, lightly tapping his shoulder as he gauged the
distance between him and the spear carrier.

"I think, before we leave, we'd like to know
where we're going."

The creature tapped a foot impatiently. "I
see."

The bat swung slowly down to point at the
ground. "I'm sure you do or you wouldn't have found us, but I still
want to know where you think we're going."

"My name," it said proudly, "is Junffer. Jeko
Junffer."

Gideon nodded.

Junffer tilted its head again. "Well?"

Gideon, supposing he was caught in some cliff
ritual the breach of which might or might not result in the loss of
his life, made to introduce himself and the others, but he was cut
off by a wave of the spear.

"I already know your names," Junffer snapped
crossly. "You don't think I come out to this dreadful place every
day, just on the off chance I might run across a stranger or two,
do you?"

Gideon frowned. It was bad enough standing
hundreds of feet above solid ground, in a wind determined to blow
him back where he came from, talking to a skeleton that carried a
spear and had clouds for eyes; but how did it know who they were?
Was it some devilish lieutenant of Wamchu's, cleverly seeking
information for the forthcoming battle? Was it a cold and callous
mercenary of some sort, peddling its diabolical combat skills to
the highest bidder, which in this case was obviously the Wamchu? Or
was it an innocent denizen of the cliff itself, desperately
scratching out a meager living on this scoured and naked rock,
thinking they were rich merchants he could hold for ransom and thus
escape his miserable lot?

"Junffer," the skeleton repeated carefully.
"Jeko Junffer."

"You said that already."

"You mean... you mean you've never heard of
me?"

Gideon shook his head; Tuesday shook her
head; Red stood up and walked out of the cave, sniffed Junffer from
gleaming bone pate to dusty boned toes and shook his head.

"Well
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