The creatures hurried back through the storm.   At each flash of lightning, Saumagen cried out in pain until finally he could take no more. He screeched to a halt in the mud.  Durst immediately crashed into him and Bettelarm collided with Durst.

"Keep moving!" snarled Durst.

"Get up!" shouted Bettelarm.

Saumagen kept his head covered.  He had been crying but didn't want anyone to know. "I can't!" he sniffed,  "The lightning hurts my skin too much!  Where did this storm come from, anyway?" 

"Those messengers, of course!" answered Durst with a sneer, "I'd recognize one of their disgusting clouds anywhere.  But messengers aren't supposed to alter the course of events. None of us are.  How did they get the authority for a lightning storm?"

"It's Rindskopf's fault," said Bettelarm, "He uprooted a perfectly good tree."

Durst groaned.  "Figures." he muttered, "So we were punished."

"Hundreds of dead trees in the world," Saumagen fumed, "and he has to choose the healthiest one in the forest to uproot."  

"Rindskopf needs to learn respect for the Way of Things," continued Bettelarm, gritting his teeth, "If a single law of nature is interfered with, the messengers counteract our movements as they see fit."

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

"Then why is your respect for the Way of Things so lacking, Durst?" asked Bettelarm coldly.  

Durst did not answer.

"Let tonight's failure be a lesson to us all," continued Bettelarm, shouting over the wind and thunder, "We must always use natural weakness to our advantage. Anything strong or well-rooted, be it tree or human, is not to be tampered with."

"Why lecture at us?" snapped Durst, "Speak to the idiot."

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

"He's been unusually silent through this ordeal," remarked Durst.

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

"That was you," said Durst.

"It was not!" whined Saumagen.

Bettelarm spoke fiercely, "Rindskopf, come here."

Thunder rumbled in the distance and lightning lit up the sky.

"Ow!" yelped Saumagen.

"Rindskopf!" commanded Bettelarm.  He was tall and terrible.  "Stop being a coward. Come here!"

The creatures looked expectantly up the path, but there was no sign of Rindskopf.  Bettelarm called his name once again. Nothing.  Durst slowly bent over and picked up a long stick. He thrust it up a tree, hoping to catch Rindskopf unaware.  Instead, only a bird's nest fell from the branches, landing on Durst's head with a soft thud and a goopy squelch.   

Saumagen hurried up the path.  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, "The fool's gone after the boy."

Durst pulled a broken eggshell from his ear and cursed. Rindskopf taking any matter into his own hands was sure to spell disaster.

*    *    *    *

Henry was no longer feeling so irritable.  After the cloud rescued him he felt very much himself and all he wanted to do was to find his way home.  It was so dark though, he was unsure exactly where home was.  

A flash of lightning conveniently lit up the sky and gave him a chance to look around.  He was on the edge of one his uncle's experimental gardens; ahead of him were some cauliflower plants, his uncle's favorite vegetable.  He knew if he stayed close to them, they would lead to the edge of his uncle's backyard, and he could find his way to the house from there.

Staying low to the ground because of the lightning, Henry crept along the rows of plants toward his uncle's farmhouse.  The storm was still severe, but since he knew roughly where he was going he was not quite so afraid anymore.  After a long trek through deep mud and mulch, he saw the familiar outline of his uncle's house.

The wind was blowing so strongly he could hardly open the front door. Then, as suddenly as it had come up, the wind subsided.  He ran in the house and slammed the door behind him. "Uncle Oliver!" he called, though the house was cold and dark, "Are you here?"

When he snapped the porch light on, and thought he heard a shriek of pain.  "Uncle Oliver?"  he called again. The sound unnerved him for a moment, but as the house grew warmer, he pushed the feeling of uneasiness from his mind.  Storms made a lot of weird noises, he assured himself.

"Not back yet," Henry said out loud, as he headed for the kitchen.  On the wall was a calendar, where he crossed off a square every day his uncle had been gone.  ​​​Six days, he thought, he's now been away six full days.

On the kitchen table lay a letter, just as his uncle had left it.

Henry,

Something very important called me away.  I should be gone only one night, but do not be alarmed if I am gone for longer.  I have arranged for you to spend time with Mark's family.  Please take care of the gardens  while I am gone.  

Uncle Oliver

Henry liked his friend Mark, but after six days he was tired of staying with his family.   Their anxious faces always seemed to be asking, "Not back yet?  Where could your uncle be?  You'd think he'd have told you where he was going."  

They had every right to be alarmed, but it was difficult to deal with when Henry was trying so hard to be calm. He knew that the trip was particularly mysterious, for his uncle hardly ever went anywhere. Ever since Henry could remember, Uncle Oliver spent all his time with worms and plants.  Henry had a feeling the trip had something to do with one of those topics.  Only a worm or a cauliflower would have the power to make his uncle drop everything and leave.

He knew, too, that the trip must have come up suddenly, for his uncle hadn't even told Henry he was going. Mark's mother said he had called her up that afternoon. When she asked where he could be reached, he told her it would be impossible to contact him and gave her the number of a very distant cousin in case something happened while he was gone.  He left an hour later.  It was all very, very odd.

As Henry climbed the stairs to his room, he peeled off cold, soaked clothing with every step and thought about what he had seen day. Many strange sights: a silver floating strand, a tree almost falling on him, a a friendly cloud rescuing him from danger. He toweled off and changed into a dry pair of jeans and a corduroy shirt.   It was well past dinnertime and he knew he should call Mark's mother.  She had been expecting him.  

Then Henry heard something outside.  He ran to the window.

A shed in the distance was rocking back and forth with a fury.  Every so often Henry heard the buzz or scream of garden tools. The edges of the shed glowed with electricity, and its foundation flopped up and down, tipping over the potted plants that were all along its base.

He stared in disbelief.  Then, just as he thought he would never see anything quite so strange as what he was already seeing, the door of the shed opened, and Uncle Oliver's lawn mower rolled out into the rain. Behind it flew a shower of sparks.

The lawn mower appeared to have a mind of its own.   It traveled haphazardly down grassy slopes, passing through several of Uncle Oliver's experimental gardens along the way.  It drew nearer and nearer until it finally smashed into the side of the house with a huge thud.  

"What on earth is happening?" wondered Henry, (for Henry couldn't see who was driving the mower).

Rindskopf of course hadn't meant to come out of the shed.  He had been inside making a blindfold out of two garden gloves and some duct tape.  As he wound the tape around his forehead, in his blinded state the handle of the mower had become entwined in the loops and was now bound fast to his enormous neck.  His panicked thrashing had started the machine.  

Now he was trapped, upside-down, with his head dragging on the ground. He rode through the gardens shrieking.  He had no idea where he was going or how to escape, and to make matters worse, in the position he was in, a puree of grass, cauliflower, broccoli, chrysanthemums, cabbage, dirt and roses poured from the back of the mower into his mouth.  

"UCK!" he screamed.

Though Henry could not see him, he heard the cries of disgust.  At first he thought it was the wind, but then realized that was impossible.  The storm had stopped.  The sounds sent shivers up and down his back.  He wondered whether or not he should go out to the shed to do something, but with a crazy lawn mower on the loose he was reluctant to go outside alone.   He decided it was safest to wait until the mower ran out of gas.

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

"You can use your eyes, now, Saumagen," called Bettelarm down the path.  Saumagen had been walking with his eyes covered and had fallen behind, "The lightning has stopped."

Saumagen emerged from behind some nettles.  There, in the distance, he saw Rindskopf, who now appeared to be headed for some fruit trees and a pond.

"Is he mowing the lawn or eating it?" said Saumagen in disgust. "What should we do now?"  

He expected a sarcastic answer from Durst, but there was no reply.  He looked around. Neither Bettelarm nor Durst were there.  

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

*Behind him the tips of a bush sparkled.  Before he could cover his eyes a beam of light broke through the trees and spilled out upon the path.  Saumagen bawled.  Attached to the light was a large, white dog running straight towards him.

"Jump!" came a shrill whisper from the trees above.

Saumagen didn't need to be told twice.  He threw himself down on the path and his rubbery body acted like a huge ball, sending him sailing into the sky past the treetops.  As he fell to earth, a bloodless arm reached out from a tree. Bettelarm caught hold of his tiny tail, swiftly wrapping it around a branch so it could act as a bungee.  Saumagen bounced several times before coming safely to rest.  Then Bettelarm pulled him up into the lowest branch, much to the frustration of the dog.

"It's one of those DOG-things," cried Saumagen, "Get rid of it!" 

There was little any of them could do, though. Dogs were one of the few animals on Earth that could actually see creatures.  They could do serious harm to them, too.   A dog's strand was its weapon, lit brilliantly on the outside. On a sunny day, a glimpse of  it could render a creature useless for weeks.

The dog watched them for what seemed to the creatures an eternity.  Then, at long last, a girl and a boy dressed in rain gear came along the path.  The boy was fat and agreeable-looking, the girl small and thin.   They both carried flashlights.

"Oh, perfect," grumbled Durst, with his eyes shut, "Two brats, two flashlights and a dog with a strand like Broadway.  This evening just couldn't GET any better."

"C'mon, Fidelis," said the girl, grabbing the dog by the collar, "What's gotten into you?"

"Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!" growled Fidelis.  The girl tugged at him, but he could not be budged.

"It sounds like the girl is directly beneath me," said Durst, feeling around for his saliva tube, "At this angle, I could spray some Dissatisfaction Mist on her. "

"All right," 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 might be helpful to us."

He pulled out the tube.  A fine spray began floating down from the tree, headed for the girl's hair.

Fidelis saw it first, though.  He suddenly broke into a run, dragging the girl behind him, away from the cloud of Dissatisfaction Mist.  The tiniest spray landed on his tail.

"Did you get her?" asked Saumagen.  The dog's strand was so bright, none of them could tell.

Durst returned the tube to his pocket.  His ears were finely tuned from years of listening in the dark.  He knew he had missed the girl.  "Of course so," he lied smugly. 

After a few minutes the children and the dog were gone. The creatures opened their eyes and crept down the tree. 

Over his shoulder, Bettelarm spotted the children through his observation shard.  They had reached the farmhouse, now lit up warmly in every window.  The sight of it sickened him.

Far away, a lawn mower hummed.

"Sounds like Henry is catching up on his chores," remarked the boy.

"Highly unlikely," said the girl, knocking on the door, "No one mows a wet lawn in the dark."

Henry looked through the window before letting them in.

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

Fidelis did not wag his tail.  He just looked sorrowfully into the woods.

"What's with you, Fidelis?" he said, scratching the dog's chest.

"Dumb dog," answered Mark, "Barks like crazy at empty trees, then suddenly he can't get away from them fast enough.  Now he's mad."

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

"Well, excuuuuuuse me," said Mark.

"What happened to you tonight, Henry?" said Anna, patting Fidelis gently, "You missed dinner."

"I know," answered Henry, "I'm sorry. I got caught in the storm."

"Is your uncle back yet?"

"Not yet," answered Henry.

"Then you need to come back home with us," said Anna, "We don't want you staying here alone."  Henry liked Anna:  she was younger than he was, but had a quiet strength and confidence that made her seem almost the same age, and sometimes older.

Henry hesitated for a moment. Henry knew he had to say something, but didn't know how to explain what he'd seen without sounding crazy. More importantly, he didn't want to go before he'd checked out what had gone on in the shed.  In the brief silence, the mower continued to whine in the distance.

"Who the heck is out there mowing the lawn?" asked Mark.

"Something strange happened to the shed during the storm," said Henry, putting on his coat, "There were sparks and strange noises. Then the mower started up on its own and headed over the hill."

"Cool," said Mark, perking up, "Let's see."

"Mark, that doesn't sound very safe to me," objected Anna.

"We'll be careful," Henry promised her, "But I need to try to catch it."

"I'll go with you," said Mark, "But this better not take too long. I haven't had dinner yet, you know.  Mother is waiting for you."

"I'm sorry about that," apologized Henry, "Anna, will you phone your mother and tell her we'll be there soon?"

Anna patted Fidelis and nodded. 

****The boys ran out through the wet fields in the direction of the mower's humming.  As they approached the orchard, Mark shone his flashlight through the fields.  There on the edge of the pond, he saw it. The engine was still running but the mower itself was teetering like a see-saw on a rock at pond's edge.
It had gone through the orchards with such carelessness that it had knocked hundreds of apples off the trees all around it. The only thing that saved it from going in the water was the sharp rock it now rested on and a pile of apples which had showered heavily on the side closest to shore weighing the mower down and kept it from sliding into the pond entirely. 

A hungry duck had already found the prize, and was gobbling up the small, sweet fruit one by one.   With each apple she ate, the mower slipped further forward.

"Oh, no!' exclaimed Mark, "Get the dumb duck out of here!"

Henry approached the mower uneasily with the flashlight. It lurched several times and one wobbly, slightly bent wheel started to spin. The engine made one last heaving sigh, and died.  The duck quacked unhappily.

"Finally!" exclaimed Henry, "I thought that thing would never run out of gas.  If we both pull it over, I think we can get it."

The two boys eased themselves down the bank and took turns pulling and tugging the mower.

"What's with all this duct tape" asked Mark.

"I don't know," Henry finally said, "Keep pulling.  Let's take it back to the shed and be done with it."

The mower was pulled free and they took turns pushing it through the fields back to the shed.

When they reached the shed, it looked perfectly normal.  No one would have ever guessed that anything strange had gone on there.

"Aw!" said Mark, disappointed, "It looks fine.  C'mon.  You made up all that stuff about the shed rocking back and forth, didn't you?" 

"No!" exclaimed Henry, but it wasn't until the two boys walked inside that Mark believed him.

"Whoa!"  said Mark, "What a mess!"

On one side of the shed lay piles of garden tools. A shovel dangled precariously from a rafter, and a pitchfork was impaled in a wall. Potting soil was strewn everywhere.  

In the far corner of this mess, something caught Henry's attention.  A workbench had been overturned, and had knocked a pegboard off the wall, revealing a door.  The doorknob had been damaged, and ghostly blue-white light filtered out through the splintered wood. From the hole Henry thought he could see file cabinets and a fireplace.  A musty smell of moist dirt hung in the air.

"Wow," exclaimed Henry, "What's that?"

"Looks like a library or something in there," said Mark, peering through the hole, "Tons of books, and there's a desk in there. Lots of shelves and filing cabinets."

"He already has a study in the house, " said Henry, "Why would he need another?  And why was the door hidden behind this pegboard?"

The doorknob was broken, so the door opened easily. .  It was an amazing room, filled with many fascinating devices (more).

Mark notices a drawing with numbers on it.  "What are these?" he asked.

"Those are Fibonacci numbers."

"It's a map of this farm," Henry said, "With all those numbers in it.  Each plot represents a spiral."

"I wonder why these numbers are so important to him."

"I have to admit, this garbage is cool," Mark said, "There must be a hundred diagrams of birds, here," he said, "Bird's wings, Bird's heads, Bird's legs."

"I don't know, Mark, " said Henry, although he was a little interested himself, "Maybe we shouldn't be looking through his things.."

Mark pointed to a cabinet that had been overturned.  "It's impossible to file without reading what they are," argued Mark, quite logically.  He picked up a drawer that had fallen out of the cabinet.  "Help me put this drawer back, will you?"

The two boys centered the drawer and tried to push it back on to its runners.  It was jammed.

"There's something in the way," said Mark, reaching up into the cabinet, "Just an old notebook."

Henry looked at it.   "Looks like an old notepad written by a kid," he said, opening it, "No wait; it's a diary."

Mark grabbed it from his hands.  "YOUR diary, Henry?" he said, "With lots of stuff in it that you don't want anyone else to read, right?"


"It's not mine," said Henry, "Give it back"

Mark was taller and faster than Henry.  He held it high and started to read,  "Today is my first day of Camp _________. "

He turned to Henry, "I didn't know you went to camp."

"I didn't" answered Henry, taking a huge leap and finally grabbing it, "I told you, it isn't my diary."

"The paper looks old, though," Henry said, "Maybe it's my uncle's."

"Today is my first day of camp. Good thing I brought my geometry book." Henry looked up, "Geometry book? Who brings a geometry book to camp?"

"I guess my uncle did.  Sounds like him."

Mark continued reading. 'Today I was locked in the outhouse.  One of the other boys must have mistakenly thought it was empty.  Unfortunately I did not have my geometry book."

Mark chuckled.  

"I did, however, discover a fascinating specimen of annalid, which kept me entertained until the counselors came to rescue me at nightfall."
 

"What is an annalid?" asked Mark.

"An annalid is a . . . a . . type of worm."

"Ugh!" exclaimed Mark, "Your uncle's best friends at camp were a geometry books and outhouse worms."

"I don't know, but look at all these strange designs on the page.  It looks like rope --- "

"They're WORMS!" cried Mark, who fell on the floor laughing.

"Today everyone chose partners for the canoe races," Mark continued reading,  "But as usual I was not picked by anyone.  The athletic director told me I could be the paddle boy.  I thought it would be forever before I could see the annalids again.  But they found me."

Good day.  Today we had Nature Walk.  I went with the annalids again.  They helped me . . .whoa"  Mark stopped reading.

"Helped him, what?" asked Henry, "Annalid must mean something else.  It makes no sense."

"Let me see," said Henry, grabbing the book from his hands.  A sheet of paper fell out.

The paper read:

MEDICAL DISCHARGE

To Whom It May Concern:

For medical reasons, OLIVER DUNCAN, age 12, will be released to the care of his parent/guardian.  

Cause of :

So, he got thrown out of camp for the worms.   That's one crazy uncle you have there.

The door rattled and both boys jumped.  "Uncle Oliver?" cried Henry.  The door banged several times, as if a great weight had been thrust upon it.  The boys leapt backwards, poised to attack whatever it was that had ransacked the shed.

Then, there was a snuffle.

"Fidelis!" cried Mark, in relief.

Anna followed, annoyed.  "What's going on out here?  C'mon, we need to get back to the house."

As the boys left the shed, Mark picked up the diary and put it in his pocket.  It had already been good for a few laughs, he thought, it's probably good for more.

