The creatures hurried back through the storm.   At each flash of lightning, Saumagen cried out in pain until finally he could take no more, and sat down squarely in the mud.  Durst immediately bumped into him, and Bettelarm collided with Durst.

"Keep moving!" shouted Bettelarm.

"Get up!" snarled Durst.

But Saumagen stayed where he was, hiding his head with a dishtowel.  He’d been crying and didn't want anyone to know it. 

"I hate rain!" he moaned into the towel, "And I’m sick of the lightning!  Where did this storm come from, anyway?" 

"It’s from the messengers, of course," answered Durst with a sneer, "I'd recognize one of their disgusting clouds anywhere.  Didn’t expect lightning, though.  Wonder how they got the authority?"

"Rindskopf made that possible for them," explained Bettelarm, "When he uprooted a perfectly good tree.  If any creature interferes with the laws of nature, their actions will be counteracted by the messengers.  The Star sees to that.”

"Oh, enough!" snapped Durst, "We know the Way of Things as well as you do."

"I’m surprised to hear that," remarked Bettelarm coldly, "In the past, you've hardly seemed the expert, Durst."

Thunder drowned out Durst’s filthy response.  

"Hundreds of dead trees in the world," Saumagen fumed, "but he picks the strongest, healthiest one in the forest to uproot. . . . then we get punished for it?  Is that fair?”

"Let tonight's storm be a lesson to us all," continued Bettelarm, shouting over a sudden clap of thunder, "All weakness can be used to our advantage, but anything strong or well-rooted, be it tree or human, is a potential hazard.  To achieve our goals we must target weakness, and navigate around strength."

"Stop lecturing us," snapped Durst, "Tell that idiot Rindskopf."

"Very well," said Bettelarm, turning around, "Rindskopf, come here.  I want to talk to you."

"I must say, he's been unusually quiet through this ordeal," remarked Durst.

"No, he hasn't," contradicted Saumagen, "I heard him sniffing back there.  Big crybaby."

"That was you," said Durst.

"It was not!" shouted Saumagen.

“Ha!” exclaimed Durst.

“Be silent, both of you,” Bettelarm spoke fiercely, "Rindskopf, come here."

More thunder rumbled in the distance and lightning lit up the sky.

"Ouch!" yelped Saumagen, “The light!”

"Rindskopf!" commanded Bettelarm.  He was tall and terrible.  "Come here!  Now!"

The creatures looked expectantly up the path, but still there was no sign of Rindskopf.  Bettelarm called his name again. Nothing.  Durst stooped over and picked up a long stick.  He suddenly thrust up a tree, hoping to catch Rindskopf unaware.  But when he tried, only a bird's nest fell from the branches, landing on Durst's head with a goopy-sounding squelch.   

Saumagen hurried up the path to find Rindskopf.  A minute later, he returned, alone.

"He's gone all right," said Saumagen, "And from what I can tell, his footprints haven't been with us for a while."

"Just as I thought," said Bettelarm, "He’s gone after the boy."

Durst pulled sticky chunks of broken eggshells from his ear and cursed.  Rindskopf taking any matter into his own hands was a recipe for certain disaster.

*    *    *    *

After the cloud had rescued him, Henry felt much better.  In fact, he was quite full of energy and now all he wanted was to find his way home.  It was so dark though, that at that moment he wasn’t sure exactly where home was.  

A sudden flash of lightning lit up the sky and gave him a chance to look around.  He had landed in one his uncle's experimental fields; in the distance he spotted some cauliflower plants.  Cauliflower, his Uncle Oliver’s favorite vegetable, was always planted near the house, so Henry knew if he reached those plants he could easily find his way home.  

Staying low to the ground (because of the lightning), Henry crawled alongside the rows of crops toward his uncle's farmhouse. The rain completely soaked though his clothes, but he kept working his way through deep furrows of mud and mulch, until he finally reached the back yard and saw the familiar outline of his uncle's house.  Henry rushed up to the front door and ran inside. 

"Uncle Oliver!" he called, though the house was cold and dark, "Are you here?"

He snapped the porch light on and thought he heard a shriek of pain.  The sound unnerved him a little.  "Uncle Oliver?"  he called again, hesitantly. There was no answer.  He headed down the hall.

In the kitchen was a calendar, where Henry had crossed off each day his uncle had been gone.  ​​​Six days, he thought miserably, he's been away six full days.  He sat at the kitchen table and stared at a paper left on the table: 

Henry,

Business has called me away for a day or two.  I have arranged for you to stay with the Harper-Post’s.  Please water the fields, especially the cauliflower plants.  

Uncle Oliver

Re-reading the note, Henry sighed.  He was so tired of staying with the Harper-Posts.  He felt guilty thinking that, for everyone else seemed to think they were such nice people.  It was hard to convince anyone that staying with such nice people was so difficult. 

Outwardly, the Harper-Posts seemed delightful.  Their house was like something out of a magazine, from the delicate bushes that coordinated perfectly with the children’s bicycles on the front lawn, to the neatly arranged interior that featured creamy white wall-to-wall carpeting in every room.  

Everything they read was nice; everywhere they went was nice; every moment they spent was nice.  Milk was never spilled at their table, the bathroom sink was never clogged.  No one accidentally burped, or had pimples, or was late to the dentist’s.  Even when the baby, Billy Harper-Post, filled his diaper, there was something astonishingly clean about the whole event, it seem like its content or aroma never existed.

There was something about their pleasantness that exhausted Henry.  He couldn’t explain it, but he knew it had something to do with the fact that the Harper-Posts never discussed or even acknowledged anything that wasn’t nice.  They absolutely refused to talk about anything messy, difficult or complicated, and steadfastly ignored anything bad until it went away.  If it didn’t, the Harper-Posts just pretended it had and smiled (with teeth perfectly aligned and sparkling, thanks to years of Dr. Harper-Posts’ cosmetic dentistry).   Up until this week, (until Henry had stayed with them), their method had worked beautifully.  But Henry had changed all that.

Each day that passed without contact from his uncle made the Harper-Post’s smiling a little more strained.  If Henry brought the subject up, Mrs. Harper-Post laughed hysterically as if he had just told a hilarious joke, and Dr. Harper-Post leapt on his treadmill or weight bench and exercised until he was too winded to talk.  

But even though they never said a word, and acted cheerful and pleasant every minute, a steely, frenzied quality behind their eyes always seemed to be asking Henry, "Why is your uncle not back yet?  Where could he be?  Will he ever come to get you?"   Their exhausted cheek muscles trembled from forced smiling, and their frustrated fake grins pleaded for Henry, and all the complications he brought into their house, to leave.  

In their own way they did their best to move the situation along.  Just that morning, Dr. Harper-Post had driven by Uncle Oliver’s farm three or four times, frantically looking for a car. Mrs. Harper-Post often called Uncle Oliver’s house, claiming it was for cauliflower recipes or to offer him free magazine subscriptions. She left messages for him that always ended with “looking forward to seeing you soon.” Other than that, though, the Harper-Posts were not doing anything to try to locate Henry’s uncle.  They just waited.
Henry was beginning to wonder if he should call the police himself.  He knew his uncle’s disappearance was very, very unusual.   Uncle Oliver never left the farm, even to shop or visit anyone.  The only people who came to the house delivered food or farming supplies.  His uncle spent all his time with worms and plants.  No amount of encouragement could ever get him to leave.  Why he’d left six days ago was still a complete mystery.
It had taken Henry a long time to get used to his uncle's reclusive, quiet ways, Henry had come to appreciate them, and while they didn’t talk much, he knew he was a good man.  His uncle had taken him in after the terrible day he had lost his family in a boating accident.  Now his uncle was all he had.
As Henry climbed the stairs to his room, he peeled off his muddy, soaked clothing and thought about where Uncle Oliver could have gone, or who else might have an idea how to contact him.   He changed into a dry pair of jeans and a corduroy shirt and lay down on his bed, trying to come up with an idea.  Glancing over at the clock, he saw that it was well past dinnertime.  He knew before he did anything else he should call Mrs. Harper-Post, for she had been expecting him.  

Henry headed to the phone, but just as he was rehearsing a suitable apology to her for being late, he heard a crash in the backyard.  He ran to the window.

There below him, Uncle Oliver’s storage shed was rocking back and forth. Sizzling, bright streams of electricity forked out over its roof as it flopped up and down.  Every so often Henry heard bumps and crashes, or the sound of electric garden tools going on and off.  A sign that read, “Private.  Do Not Disturb,” spun around several times before flying off the door. If he hadn't been so scared, it might have struck Henry as quite funny at this particular moment.

Suddenly the door of the shed burst open, and Uncle Oliver's large, ride-on lawn tractor rolled out into the rain. Behind it flew a shower of sparks.

The tractor seemed to have a mind of its own.   It began to travel haphazardly down around the house, destroying several flowerbeds along the way.  Coming around in a wide, full circle, it headed back towards the house, smacking into the side of the shed with a huge thud.  

"How could that tractor have started itself?" wondered Henry. 

The answer was (of course) that Rindskopf was on it, though he, like all creatures, was invisible to a good person’s eyes on a night as dark as this one was.

Rindskopf hadn't meant to come out of the shed, but had become attached to the tractor by accident.  While fashioning a blindfold out of two garden gloves and some duct tape, the tape had become tangled around his shoulders.   Before too long, its handle had also become stuck in the loops and was soon bound fast to his enormous spotted neck.  His panicked thrashing started the machine and after a quick trip around the back yard, he crashed through the wall, unable to stop.  

Now he was trapped, upside-down, with his head dragging on the ground. He had no idea where he was going or how to escape, and to make matters worse, in the position he was in, the chopped-up grass, cauliflower, broccoli, chrysanthemums, cabbage, dirt and roses that he was running over, poured from the back of the tractor into his mouth.  

"UCK!" he shrieked.

Henry couldn’t see Rindskopf, but he certainly heard his cries of disgust.  The sound sent shivers up and down his back and made him wonder what he should do. The eerie wails made him reluctant to go outside alone.   Perhaps, Henry thought, it would be safer to wait for someone to help him or at least until the tractor ran out of gas.

From the shadows, Durst and Bettelarm squinted down at the scene.  They had reached a dark section of forest near Uncle Oliver's farmland.  

"You can use your eyes, now, Saumagen," called Bettelarm down the path, “There is still very little light.”  

Saumagen removed the dishtowel from his head and emerged from behind some nettles to join Bettelarm and Durst. Together the three of them stared down in horror at Rindskopf, who appeared to be headed for some fruit trees and a pond.  A mixture of plant materials and dirt continued to pour into his mouth.

"What is he doing?" asked Saumagen. 

He expected a sarcastic response from Durst, but there was none.  Looking around, he saw that Bettelarm and Durst were gone.  

"Durst?" Saumagen called, "Bettelarm?  Where are you?"

Behind him the tips of a bush began to glow and sparkle. In horror, Saumagen reached for his towel, but it was too late, for at that very moment, a bright beam of light broke through the trees, fully illuminating his face.  Saumagen bawled. 

Attached to the enormous light was a white toy poodle running at top speed straight towards him.

"Jump!" came a whispered scream from the trees above.

Saumagen didn't need to be told twice.  He blindly threw himself down on the path and let his rubbery body take him high up into the treetops like a giant red rubber ball.  As he fell to earth again, a bloodless arm reached out from a pine tree. Bettelarm skillfully caught his tail and wrapped it around a strong branch to act as a bungee. 

"IT’S one OF those DOG-things," screamed Saumagen, between bounces, "Get RID of IT!" 

Saumagen had a good reason to be nervous.  Dogs could not only see creatures, but they did serious harm to them, too.   A dog's strand was its weapon, lit brilliantly on its outer surface. One glimpse of its light could render a creature useless for weeks --- and this little poodle’s strand was particularly bright.

All the creatures could do now was to stay protected in the high branches of the  tree and hope this dog would leave quickly, which seemed highly unlikely, judging from determined way it snapped at Saumagen’s bobbing heels.  The dog’s temperament did not match his cute and fluffy appearance.  He snarled at Saumagen and yapped savagely.  

After a few moments the dog’s owners came along the path: a girl and a boy with dark, perfectly smooth hair, braces, excellent posture and full rain gear.  They also carried very bright flashlights.  

“Come here, Fidelis” said the boy, to the tiny white creature.  

The dog growled.

“No, no, Fidelis!” called the boy again, in a voice as pleasant as a dentist preparing to drill a tooth,   “Come here now, you little . . . you little . . . fellow.”

“Mark, do you think Fidelis might have treed some wild animal up there?” asked the girl innocently.

“It’s possible,” answered Mark suddenly blanching, and moving away from the tree with silent, but rapid, steps, “Maybe we should just go; the dog will probably follow us.”

Anna shook her head and called the poodle, “We can’t just leave him, Mark,
 she said to her brother, “He’s no match for anything fierce.”  Fidelis looked askance, and snarled again.  

"Oh, perfect," hissed Durst to Bettelarm, his face pressed tightly against a branch, "Two brats with flashlights and a badly trained poodle.  This evening just couldn't GET any better."

“Come along now, Fidelis,” called Anna, “Don’t be upset.”

“Yes, come along now, little guy,” whispered the boy, returning with a large branch, and sneaking up on Fidelis from behind, “We want to get to Henry’s before it starts raining again.”  He leapt forward and grabbed the dog roughly by the collar.

"Grrr!" growled Fidelis, who happily took the opportunity to bite Mark’s hand.  

“Ouch!” cried Mark. He flung Fidelis into the air.

A delighted Fidelis, arched his little body and flew through the air like an acrobat, snapping enthusiastically at the creatures.  The dog’s bright strand just barely missed Saumagen, who cringed in terror.  

Completely unaware of what was going on above them, Anna and Mark continued to speak to the disobedient dog gently and politely, “C’mon, little guy,” Anna whispered, inching closer to him, “Come away from the tree.”

Fidelis eyed them impatiently, curling back his lips to show a row of small, pointed teeth gleaming white in the darkness.

"Hey, it sounds like the girl is directly beneath us," whispered Durst to Bettelarm. He felt around for his saliva tube, "From here, I can easily spit on her."

"Fine," agreed Bettelarm, "But be quick about it.  We need to focus on getting Rindskopf back."

"If she's an acquaintance of Henry's," grinned Durst, "A little negative energy from my saliva might be helpful to us."

He pulled out the same tube he had used on Henry earlier that night.  After he pumped it three times, a disgusting cloud of green mist floated down from the tree, toward the girl's hair.

Fidelis glanced up and howled.  Without a moment’s hesitation, he spun around began to kick mud and sticks into Anna’s face.  She fell back on the ground, splattered with mud, and he rushed past her down the path barking cheerfully.   Durst’s saliva missed had missed them both.

“Oh, Fidelis!” she cried, wiping mud from her eyes, “Bad dog!”

"Did you get her?" whispered Saumagen excitedly to Durst.

Durst returned the tube to his pocket.  His ears, finely tuned from years of listening in the dasc, had told him he’d missed.  

“What did you do that for, Fidelis?” she cried in frustration, “Look at me!  I’m covered in mud!  Bad dog!”

“Of course I sprayed her. See, it’s working already,” he lied.  

No sooner had Durst spoken however, than Anna stogd up and cheerfully brushed herself off. “But good thing this raincoat is easy to clean!” she said.

Saumagen looked at Durst in disgust.  

“Perhaps when the spray hits the really nice ones,” theorized Durst, “It wears off faster.”

“HA!” sneered Saumagen, “You missed.”

“I did not miss,” snarled Durst, “I merely hit a target I hadn’t aimed at.”

“What?” responded Saumagen, “You didn’t hit anything.”

“Yes, well at least I’m not bobbing from a tree by my tail.”
Saumagen furiously tried to grab Durst, but Durst was safely out of reach.

Anna and Mark hurried after Fidelis, who, as usual, paid no attention to their commands at all. He ran ahead on the path, barking for Anna and the boy to follow.  

Anna looked behind her into the tree. “I wish I knew why he acted that way,” she said.
“Best not to think about it,” said Mark, “It’s over now, and we’ll never know.”

The three creatures waited for the darkness and silence to confirm they were alone again.  Only when they were sure Anna, Mark and the horrible, little white dog were gone did they venture out from the tree.

Bettelarm leapt down easily and beckoned for the others to follow him. Durst, though spry, was still too old and creaky to jump, so he climbed down slowly, choosing each branch with care.  The blinded Saumagen decided the easiest route for him was just to unwind his tail from the branch and let himself fall.  Unfortunately, when he tumbled to the ground with a fat, rubbery crash, he bounced right back up again, knocking Durst out of the tree.  The two of them fell together in a writhing, cursing heap.

“Careless oaf!” shouted Durst, as he poked Saumagen with a sharp, pointed fingernail.

“You should talk!” retorted Saumagen, biting him.

A vicious biting contest ensued, but was quickly ended by Bettelarm knocking their heads together. Then he dragged them to the crest of the hill to watch Mark, Anna and Fidelis through his observation shard.  The children had reached the farmhouse, now lit up warmly in every window.  At this cheerful sight, they all turned away in disgust; more than just the light was making them sick this time.

Far away, a lawn tractor hummed.

"Sounds like Henry is catching up on his chores," said Mark, knocking on the door and pressing the doorbell twice.

"I doubt it," replied Anna, "Henry wouldn’t mow a wet lawn in the dark."

She was right.  Henry looked through the window before letting them in.

"Hi, everyone!" he said.  He knelt down to pat the dog.  "Hi, Fidelis!"

Though Fidelis had always been very friendly with Henry, tonight he did not wag his tail.  He looked sorrowfully into the woods instead and whined.

"What's with you, Fidelis?" he asked.

"He tracked an animal," bragged Mark pompously, "Maybe a raccoon or a mountain lion.”

Fidelis glared at Mark.  A very gentle growl emerged from him, and he looked away again.

Mark’s face flushed deep red.

"What happened to you tonight, Henry?" asked Anna gently, "You missed dinner.  It was Vegetable Celebration Night.  You missed my mother’s Fiber-licious casserole."

"Oh, really?" he answered, trying not to sound too relieved, "That’s too bad.  I got caught in the storm."

"Is your uncle back yet?" interrupted Mark.

"Not yet," answered Henry.

Mark sniffed and looked knowingly at Anna.

This was not the first time Henry had noticed that Mark Harper-Post’s attitude towards him was very much like his parents’.  With a forced smile full of orthodontic appliances, fourteen-year-old Mark had been avoiding Henry for the last several days, pretending to polish the many sports and academic trophies that lined his perfectly neat bedroom.  

His younger sister, Anna, had also kept her distance, but Henry thought she, unlike the rest of her family, gave him sympathetic glances every now and then. At the news that Henry still hadn’t heard from his uncle, she looked down and patted Fidelis thoughtfully.

"If your uncle isn’t here, who is out there mowing your lawn?" asked Anna.

In the distance, the tractor had continued to whine, though it sounded much farther away to Henry than before.  Henry was quite sure he had to check out what was going on, but how he could tell Mark and Anna without sounding completely crazy, he didn’t know. 

He decided he didn’t have time for a long explanation.  "I can go back to your place in a couple of minutes," said Henry, putting on his coat and grabbing some rope from a closet, "But first, I have to check something out."

"Where are you going?" asked Anna.

"Something strange happened to the shed during the storm," Henry replied, “I saw some sparks along the roof and heard strange noises. Then the tractor started up on its own and headed over the hill."

Mark looked at him suspiciously.  "Good story,” he answered, “C’mon, Henry.”

 "It’s the truth," he answered, "I want to try to catch that tractor." 

"That doesn’t sound very safe," said Mark, nervously.  He disliked anything risky.

 "You can’t be serious, Henry," objected Anna, "You’re going to chase a lawn tractor in the dark?” 

He put on a raincoat. “Yes,” he answered cheerfully.

Fidelis stood by the door wagging his tail.  

“Well,” she said doubtfully, “Mark, maybe you should go along.  Then if something happens, one of you can help the other.”

“Uh . . . uh . . .”stammered Mark.  He was concerned that not only could chasing a lawn tractor be risky, but it could involve wet, dirty things like mud and grass clippings.

“Of course if you’re afraid,” said Anna, “I’ll go.”

“I’m not afraid!” exclaimed Mark, “It sounds like . . . fun.”  His last word was added unconvincingly. 

“And take Fidelis,” added Anna, “You don’t know what’s out there, and he could protect you.”

The three of them looked down at the little white heap of matted fur, who now, growling, and nasty, looked far from helpful.

"Anna, maybe Fidelis should stay here with you,” said Henry, tactfully, “That way you won’t be here alone.  We'll find the tractor and come right back.  Promise.”

Anna nodded. She called Fidelis, who slowly and reluctantly came to sit at her feet.  The boys slipped out into the darkness. 

