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PART ONE – The Known World

 


"To be matter of fact about the world is to
blunder into fantasy—and dull fantasy at that, as the real world is
strange and wonderful."

- Robert A. Heinlein


1 The True Curse

 


The sun rose. The chocolate river flowed
steadily on. The rays of the sun shot down across the syrupy water
of the lake and bounced off of it, blinding nearby animals for full
seconds at a time. Thick brown clouds hung in the sky above the
dazzled, blinking animals. The clouds seemed too heavy to float,
and yet they never drooped.

A large, chocolate-colored pyramid ran along
the bank of the river. The sun shone on, trying its best to light
the structure. It did a reasonably good job on the outer parts, but
the light never pierced the pyramid, not even a little. Candles of
dark brown wax lit the interior. The wax never ran, leaving the
candles looking the same one day as the next, reaching back as far
as anything could remember. They gave off an almond scent that
filled the corridors. The air, already thick from the general lack
of ventilation, only suffered more for it.

Bats flew along the heady passageways. They
flapped leathery wings and chased both each other and the rats that
scurried around the pyramid not giving a damn about bats unless
they were currently being chased. One bat left her pack and took
off down a hallway. After a while the bat considered going back,
but couldn't be bothered to make the decision.

Eventually the bat swooped out into a large
chamber and settled on a milk chocolate sarcophagus etched with
hieroglyphics both senseless and purposeful. The bat's landing was
perfect, ten points on the nose, but still caused the slightest of
sounds. The vibrations shuddered into the tomb and woke that which
lay inside.

The lid of the tomb shook, rumbling as it
worked itself loose. The bat took off in a hurry. A body consisting
only of dark brown bandages sat up and stretched arms that fairly
dripped with loose ends of linen, broken and torn. The immortal,
wise, and sugary Choco-Ra climbed out of his tomb and sighed
deeply.

He was, as always, tired. Those stupid bats,
he thought, always had the worst timing—though it wasn’t like there
was a particularly good time to be awake.

Choco-Ra stretched his limbs, the bandages
creaking with distress. His long, thin frame unbent and he stood
tall in his bedchamber, considering all the things the day could
bring. His eyes shone a bright, pinpoint red in an otherwise
pitch-black gap in the bandages around his face. Might as well, he
decided firmly, face the day.

After closing the lid of his sarcophagus,
Choco-Ra started the long walk toward the upper chambers. The
pyramid was his, and he was the only thing inside it. The only
thing except for the vermin that infested every inch of it, that
is. Choco-Ra didn't mind them particularly. He had trained some of
them, as much as he could, to be servants and helpers, though he
gave in and controlled them directly at times. Life was, he
reflected, lonely as always.

As he sat down on his white chocolate
throne, inlaid with peanuts and almonds, Choco-Ra pondered his next
move. Being an immortal mummy didn't leave one with a lot of needs,
nor a grand amount of available sleep. The combined effect tended
toward a profound and dismally deep boredom. Which was, he thought
with a grin that twitched the bandages around his mouth, nothing
new.

He could go fishing, perhaps. Cultivate the
garden? Neither left him with a spark of interest. There were only
so many choco-trout to catch when you didn't eat, and who really
cared for a variety of arum when you couldn't quite smell them? He
also realized that, today at least, he just didn't damn well care
what he did.

Which meant, he realized as he picked a rat
off the floor and scratched it behind the ears, that he really
should get the hell out of the pyramid and do something for a
change. Eternity wore on every last nerve he had some days. Weeks.
Months. Decades.

Depositing the rat on the floor gently, he
stood and looked around his throne room. It was devoid of
furniture, and there were only a few musty, dripping paintings of
his ancestors to serve as decoration. For the millionth time he
decided to do something about that. When he got back, of
course.

Choco-Ra wandered down hallways and
switchbacks until he came to a small locked door. He patted himself
down for keys, knowing full well he possessed no pockets. He used
the magic word, regretting the lack of the simple fun of a physical
key.

The room was small and dark, and the mummy
stooped to fit his six-foot-five frame inside. His eyes shone
brighter, illuminating the room. Keys he might not have, but
flashlights he didn't need. Along every free surface and stacked on
the floor were backpacks, bags, candles, shovels, and other
equipment he’d collected over the years, having decided that it
might come in handy for a trip.

Choco-Ra selected a light brown backpack and
stuffed it with candles, matches, a small spade, a compass, and a
few maps. He knew the way to his destination as surely as he knew
his way around his own pyramid, but it never hurt to be
prepared.

Something, some strange and unknown urge,
was pushing him out faster than he was used to. There was no cause
for the rush that he could figure. He had no reason to hurry.
Still, he felt a tightening in his chest. It was new, though, and
therefore interesting. The spring in his step told him a lot, too.
He couldn't work out why he felt the need to hurry up and leave,
but his body was full of raw urgency. Brushing off what he kept
calling simple jitters, Choco-Ra wandered back along hallways, off
to see his three friends.

The thought froze him in his tracks. Three
friends? Where had that come from? He only had two good friends,
and yet he knew there was a third. He knew it deep in his bandages.
The information was pure and true—it just didn't fit with reality.
Two, not three, and yet three was the number he knew to be
right.

 Confused
and, now more than ever, raring to get moving, Choco-Ra pushed open
the large stone door to his pyramid and gave his kingdom a
lingering look. He didn't know it, but it was the last time he
would set eyes on the chocolate lands of his youth.


2 The Shifting Fruit

 


Strawberries bloomed everywhere. To every
side of every thing, there were strawberry plants. They sat next to
the trees and next to the lake. They sat, frankly, in places that
strawberry plants can't normally grow. A few grew to the right of
the large stone wall that surrounded a small, normal-looking pink
house.

The trees had green leaves and brown bark,
but the wood underneath was a bright, cheerful pink. The stones all
had a pink-and-red hue to them—still basically stone-gray, but with
a strong suggestion of pink to come.

The moon above was shaped like a strawberry,
although certainly a moon-colored one. Despite the presence of a
moon in the sky, sitting amongst stars which, yes, glowed faintly
pink-and-red, the sky was somehow light. Not quite day, nor dusk,
the light had the quality of noon in the moonlight.

Birds of all colors swooped between the
trees, and butterflies of every shade fluttered from flower to
flower. The occasional pink squirrel ran around at the usual
breakneck speed. An owl hooted loudly at a robin. Animals both
diurnal and nocturnal found themselves awake, neither group seeming
to especially care about the discrepancy.

An owl, one not distracted by other birds or
various scampering things, flew over to the stone wall. It sounded
off loudly. Inside the house someone, in response to the noise,
stirred. He was short, only reaching five-foot-seven on a good day.
He loved being the height he was, though, having realized early on
that finding a bed big enough to really sprawl out in was quite
easy. As he woke up he stretched, the tips of his toes curling and
uncurling. They didn't even reach the foot of the bed, and he
smiled at the sensation of a good, languid stretch.

He turned and looked out the window to try
and see what time it might be. The place was as timeless as ever,
giving him no good idea at all. Getting as much of a hint as he
ever did, Wereberry sat up and let his feet fall over the edge of
the bed.

His feet were covered in thick pink fur.
Gnarled pink claws poked out, drumming along the floor as he
wiggled his toes. The fur continued up his legs. It went up and up,
covering, truth be told, every inch of his frame. Wereberry sat in
bed, covers thrown aside, and ran a hand over his face. His muzzle
was long and sharply angled, almost like a hawk's beak. His ears
sat upright, at attention, and tiny, extra-sensitive hairs along
the rims waved with little currents in the air.

Something, he realized, had changed. It was
being communicated to him by every inch of his body. The way the
air moved, a hint of a scent, the sound of leaves falling. It was
all, ever so slightly, off. If he hadn't spent the better part of
his life in the Strawberry Glade he could have easily missed
it.

Wereberry considered his options. He could
run and hide. He could always, he thought, bring the problem to
Choco-Ra. Ra wasn't always right, but he had a better batting
average than Were'. Maybe he could wander over to the Lagoon, he
thought, and have a talk with T.C. Except that T.C. would back the
hiding plan, and that didn't feel right.

The werewolf paced the confines of his
bedroom and considered further. There was no sense in rushing, he
decided. Whatever had changed had gone ahead and changed without
telling anyone. Given that, why would it hurry up and play its
hand? No, he resolved with a firm shake of his head, it made no
sense at all to go rushing out, waving your arms and yelling. Not
yet.

That decided, Wereberry took a long hot
shower. He used his special strawberry-scented shampoo in
preparation for whatever it was he was preparing for. Shaking
himself dry in front of a mirror and combing out his fur, he had
time to reflect that really, going out and looking for trouble only
ever got you trouble.

It was only when he sat down for breakfast
that another thought occurred to him: if something felt wrong to
him, chances were that it was wrong in a wider area. If that held
true at all then Ra would come looking for him. If, he continued
the chain of possible events, Ra was going to come for him, he
would bring T.C. before T.C. could hide too well.

All of which boiled down to more people for
breakfast, or possibly lunch; time to raid the cabinets and lay out
a spread. Sighing lightly to himself, he moved around the kitchen.
He had already made breakfast, so he continued to eat it in stolen
bites between preparations for a big picnic lunch.

He liked company well enough. When he was
truly honest with himself, he admitted that he loved it. Even so,
making a big lunch took time, and Wereberry found himself quickly
losing the morning to preparing for the afternoon.

Owls hooted outside. Birds sang. Squirrels
chattered. The moonlight shifted subtly, confusing all of the
animals nearby. Wereberry sniffed deeply and sorted the smell of
lunch, parsing the changes around him.

Something was not only changed, it was still
changing. Worrying that he should have done more than simply pack
up some sandwiches and a cheese plate, he loped out of his front
door. The Strawberry Glade still looked mostly the same. There was
simply an edge of impending otherness to everything.

He stood outside, tapping one foot, the
claws clicking loudly on vaguely pink stone, and waited for people
to arrive. He really hoped now that they would. They had to, he
reassured himself. They simply had to. If they didn't, he would
have to go all the way to Ra's place, carrying lunch, and when he
got there it would already be time for dinner.

He stood, and tapped, and waited.


3 Just Under the Surface

 


Crickets chirped under a dusky sky. Frogs
croaked and hopped. The lagoon swirled languidly with a multitude
of colors. If a rainbow ever melted, it might just end up looking
like the lagoon did on a normal day.

Along the bank of the water, large trees sat
in bloom and fruit of all kinds hung from their branches. Some was
the kind that didn't usually grow on trees, but that was just fine
by the monkeys that lived in the area.

The abundance of fruit lent the entire area
a redolent smell. It was cloying and rich, full of all sorts of
clashing fruitiness. Grapes collided with apples and pears. Oranges
and tangerines fought a silent war against bananas. Fruit chaos
ensued. There could be no clear winner on this battlefield. No one
even seemed to have an upper hand. Evenly matched, each tree seemed
determined to pump out as many fumes and molecules of scent as
possible. If they couldn't win, they could at least annoy each
other to death.

Which would have worked if trees could smell
each other. Since they couldn't, it was only the population of the
lagoon that suffered, except they had gotten used to it. It lent
the whole affair a senseless edge that wasn't lost on at least one
person.

The Creature From the Fruit Lagoon sat at
the bottom of said lagoon, watching the almost-but-never-quite-navy
sky swirl above him through a haze of other colors. He had no
proper name. No one had ever called him Bob, say. The closest he
came to a name was either The Creature From the Fruit Lagoon, which
was fairly lengthy, or T.C. He didn't like the name T.C. but it
beat having people use a preposition as your first name, he had
decided ages ago.

T.C. had sensed the change early. Living at
the bottom of a body of water made someone notice the air. When he
had surfaced that morning, he knew instantly that something was
off. So he dived back down and sat along the bottom to think on it.
He wasn't, he was sure, hiding. He might have been holding back,
or... no, he knew he was hiding from the change. T.C. didn't like
change, as a general rule.

No good cause for that; he was just one of
those people that enjoyed the status quo more than the unknown. He
did not, he knew deeply, hide out of fear. He hid out of
reluctance.

That wasn't going to hold him down for long,
though. He cared too much about his friends to sit and ride out a
burst of change without checking in on them. T.C. decided to hold
off a while first. He couldn't avoid change, but he at least could
deny it sometimes.

Suddenly, a rock broke the surface of the
lagoon and drifted down toward his head. The monkeys would pitch
the occasional rock but when the second, third, and fourth
followed, T.C. knew it wasn't monkeys.

He surfaced quickly, seeing Choco-Ra
standing on the bank. The old mummy held a few more stones in his
hand and was about to lob another one out when T.C. surfaced.

"T.C., I thought I might find you down
there," Ra said, his voice deep and gravelly.

"You say that like you solved a great
mystery, Ra." T.C. climbed out of the lagoon and stood next to his
friend. T.C.'s leathery, blue-tinted skin glistened with moisture.
He tried to not drip on Ra.

"Well, no. I just came by to ask—"

"If I had noticed something off about
today?" T.C. interrupted. "Yeah. I was just about to—"

"Continue to sit on the bottom of your lake
and think about it," Ra interrupted right back.

"Unfair. And it's a lagoon, not a lake.
Look, whatever is off, it's big, and I'm not sure what the hell it
might be."

"Neither am I." Ra looked T.C. in the eyes,
the two of them close to each other in height.

T.C. stretched his webbed hands while he
chewed on that. If Ra had no clue, then it was going to be an
interesting day. His gills opened and closed with a flutter of
nervousness that he bit back. He closed his solid black eyes and
tilted his head back.

"What does Were' say?" he asked, eyes still
closed.

"Haven't gone to see him yet. I thought I
would pick you up first."

"Because you thought I was going to hide all
day otherwise?" shot T.C., a slow burn of anger rising.

"No," Ra said with a rumbling laugh,
"because you're on the way."

"Do you want to grab the bird, too?"

"Not really," Ra said, "I don't think this
concerns him."

"How do you know, though, when you already
said you don't know what this is about?" T.C. challenged. Ra was
considered the de facto leader of the three friends (even though
T.C. kept thinking the number four), and he could get a bit
egotistical about that.

"All right, fine. I just don't like the
bird."

"Honest enough. Why couldn't you just say
that first?"

"I don't know. Maybe he was... I don't know.
I just didn't," Ra admitted, shaking his head.

"Fair enough. So what are the chances Were'
is on his way here? Or even to your place?" T.C. asked.

"Slim, I would guess," Ra said. "I was going
to bet that he was at home, waiting for us. He wouldn't want to
miss us, after all."

"So you think he feels the same thing," T.C.
said as a matter of fact.

"Yes. We both do. I'd wager he does, too.
Makes an amount of sense."

"Sure. Let me grab some things and I'll be
right with you," T.C. said. He dove back into the lagoon without
waiting for a reply.

Down along the bottom, T.C. opened a chest
and pulled out a shoulder bag. He stuffed it with a net, some
self-sealing bags, a big bottle of moisturizer, and a few books. He
surfaced slowly. He didn't want to drag out his departure but he
also didn't relish rushing things. Choco-Ra stood on the bank of
the lagoon, petting a small red lizard. The lizard, sitting on the
branch of a tree, welcomed the attention.

T.C. hoisted his bag and clapped Ra wetly on
the shoulder. Ra scowled and shook his head, but didn't comment.
The two walked out of the lagoon, side by side, in silence.


4 ….And Four Makes Three

 


Wereberry sat on his front stair, eating a
sandwich. There was only the one stair to sit on. He had considered
building a full-blown stoop when he first moved in, but it felt
like too much work. Three stairs would have three times the chance
to cause trouble that one did. The one stair never caused him any
trouble.

Lunchtime drifted along leisurely. Soon,
time would slip right past it and he would have to consider hunting
down Ra himself. A hunt wasn't what he wanted, but he started to
gather the desire as best he could.

Wereberry stood and opened his door. He
grabbed the basket with the rest of lunch and set it down on the
kitchen table. He started to unpack it, in between bites of his
strawberry-flavored cheese sandwich.

As his tongue flicked the last crumbs from
his muzzle he heard footsteps approaching. Two separate sets of
footsteps, in fact, once he bothered to really listen. They didn't
seem to be in a hurry. They didn't seem to be much of anything,
outside of two people taking a stroll.

Laughing to himself, Wereberry quickly
repacked the basket. Of course that was the way things worked, he
thought; once you give up on something it comes around anyway just
to make you think twice the next time. He stayed away from a
thought train concerning the futility of it all, generally being
much happier than that. No, Wereberry just repacked lunch and
jaunted over to the door as quick as one of the jackrabbits he
occasionally chased. The important thing now, in his mind, was not
being caught out at second guessing himself or his friends.

Choco-Ra and T.C. walked down the long and
winding path to Wereberry's house, still side by side. They
weren't, the werewolf noticed, talking. Hell, they weren't even
looking at each other. If he didn't know better, he could've easily
guessed they were strangers who just happened to be on the same
road and walking at exactly the same pace. Which, though it
would've been rare and kind of amusing to see, was certainly not
the case here.

Waving to get their attention, Wereberry
jerked a furred thumb over his shoulder and wandered around the
side of the house. He set the basket down on his backyard table and
started to slowly unpack it. Before he finished getting everything
out and onto the table, his friends caught up with him.

Still silent, they sat down, each in front
of a pink paper plate. Wereberry wanted to say something. He felt
like his chest was going to burst if this silence gag went on much
longer, but he also sensed the weight of it. The heaviness of the
moment settled across the table like a stone. T.C. and Choco-Ra
allowed it to encumber them easily, but Wereberry visibly fought at
it.

Sure he could feel it, and that it was
somehow right, but he really wanted to just shout and dance and do
anything, anything he could think of, to break the moment and move
past it. Instead he grabbed another sandwich and bit into it.

"So," Ra offered, "where do we go from
here?"

"We have to figure out why we're all
convinced something is wrong, what it is, I guess," T.C. said,
waggling half a sandwich in one hand for emphasis.

"You do know what we're talking about," Ra
asked Wereberry, "right?"

"I guess so, inferring from, like, two vague
sentences, sure," Wereberry answered.

"All we have is vague right now, Were'."
T.C. said. "Come on, what do you expect?"

"Answers, generally," the werewolf replied,
"but those—"

"Are hard to come by, harder to prove," Ra
finished for him.

Choco-Ra froze as soon as he stopped
speaking, drumming his fingers on the table. Something about the
phrase bothered him. He'd heard it before, and he was sure the
others had, too. He just wasn't sure where or when.

"When have I heard that before?" asked
Wereberry.

"Haven't you said it before?" T.C. asked,
knowing that it wasn't true.

"No, the other one did," Ra said. His voice
was low when he spoke. He hunched over the table and glanced
between his friends. "There was a fourth, wasn't there?"

"Yes," Wereberry said quickly.

"No," T.C. said at the same time.

They looked at each other and then at
Choco-Ra.

"No," Wereberry said, sounding
unconvinced.

"Yes," T.C. said quietly.

"Exactly," Ra put in, "the problem, and
exactly why we're here, I'd guess."

"So this other person, this other one,"
Wereberry said, dropping the last of his lunch and rubbing his
temples, "he—"

"She," Ra insisted.

"She then, yeah, you're right, Ra,"
Wereberry realized with a nod. "She is what we're missing and who
said that phrase and, and what?"

"And she's the one who left," T.C. said.

"Left where? When? Why, and for that matter,
who was she?" Ra asked, growing angry. His eyes glowed a bright red
and his dull, rounded fingers started to scratch uselessly at the
surface of the table.

"Great," T.C. said. "That's what got us all
up this morning. We don't have the answers, Ra. Can we deal with
that and just ignore it, or do we do something about it?"

"We have to find out!" Ra fumed.

"Do we, though?" asked Wereberry. "We didn't
know any of this yesterday for a reason, possibly. Hell, I don't
know. Maybe we did know it yesterday. The point is, it didn't hurt
us not knowing before, so I don't see why we have to set fire to
things looking for answers now. We just found out. Maybe some time
to plan first, and then we can decide for real."

"Or maybe we have to act now to do whatever
it is we're going to do," Choco-Ra said, trying to regain his calm.
"Acting now, and decisively, could be the best way to go about
this. I want to find her, and find her now."

"Both ways have risk. The deciding factor is
the fact that she could be in trouble," T.C. said.

"If it was one of us missing we wouldn't
hesitate, would we?" Wereberry asked.

"Of course not," Ra said.

"Then you're right, Ra. We find her. Now."
Wereberry stuffed the last of his sandwich in his mouth and
chewed.

Choco-Ra nodded. T.C. nodded. Wereberry
nodded and chewed. They were in agreement and something about that
felt right to each of them. Though they all felt the same
satisfaction of apt behavior, they all felt it for different
reasons. T.C. felt that a united front had a better chance than a
bickering group going forth unsure of itself. Wereberry felt more
confident because, though he hadn't said it, the more they talked
about her the more something in his brain itched. It was an itch he
had to scratch, no matter how cautious he might want to be.
Choco-Ra felt relaxed and calm now because he could feel, deep
inside him, that this was a purpose that he had been waiting for.
Even if he hadn't known it before that very second.

Separately, they were together. The rest of
lunch was eaten, by the two of them that ate, in silence. It wasn't
the same weighted silence that had started the meal, but a
comfortable silence. The silence before movement.

Wereberry cleared the table, moving
unhurriedly. Already thinking forward to what he would pack and how
he would leave his house, he absently stuffed the last of the
sandwiches under the plates, squishing them.T.C. and Choco-Ra sat
back from the table, watching. Neither of them bothered to speak,
not to point out the strange packing techniques Wereberry engaged
in or anything else. They had each faced the same problem, and
though they had dealt with it differently, they both knew one
thing: it had to be dealt with alone.

Leaving home was never easy. No one
pretended otherwise. Not when the uncertainty of return hung so
heavily over each action. They weren't even sure where they were
going yet, much less when they would return. If they would. If they
could, even, after all was said and done. Such goodbyes were too
private to share, even with your best friends.

Wereberry stood in his kitchen and thought
about the future. It shifted and folded in on itself while he tried
to picture it. With the start of a headache already tugging at his
consciousness, he sighed and set the basket of slightly ruined food
down on the counter.

He ran a hand along the back of his neck,
kneading his fingers against muscle and scratching along his own
fur. It normally served to relax him, but this time it felt like a
cheap ploy. Yes, definitely a headache coming on.

Nothing to be done for it. The only thing,
Wereberry felt, was to do what he needed to do and worry about
little things like headaches later. So he wandered toward the other
end of his house and grabbed a backpack. He wandered around his
house quickly, shoving things into it. He considered each option
fully; he just refused to dwell on them so that he didn't give
himself a chance to hesitate.

Soon enough the bag was half full. A nail
clipper, grabbed off a pink stone sink, joined the mass of objects
in the bag, and a comb, and then an extra comb followed it. A third
comb found its way into the bag before he left to return to the
kitchen.

Food filled the rest of the bag. Wereberry
wasn't sure what would happen to the food he left behind, if they
would be gone long enough for it to rot or not, so he took as much
as possible.

Then he grabbed two tight-sealing kitchen
baggies and crammed them full of strawberries, one baggie for dried
and one for fresh but all extremely pungent, and gently packed them
into the top of the bag before zipping the bag shut.

Pink backpack slung over his shoulders,
Wereberry walked back outside. He stopped at the tree in front of
his house and stroked its rough bark. Then he took a deep breath
and walked to the back of the house to rejoin his friends.

"Do you guys need anything?" he asked.

Choco-Ra and T.C. stood as they saw Were'
come into view.

"We're both ready," Ra said.

T.C. simply nodded. Both of them wore their
feelings across their faces: open, friendly faces, full of
understanding.

"Sorry I took so long," Wereberry
started.

"Were', it isn't like we rushed either,"
T.C. said with a half-shake of his head. "You just didn't see us do
it. Relax."

The werewolf nodded, his sense of guilt
washing away quickly. He trusted his friends. If they both seemed
to be bothered this little, then they must be bothered almost
exactly that little, he reasoned.

"All right, so I am not the slowest of the
slow," he conceded with a smile, "but it does leave us at a bit of
a problem."

"What's that?" T.C. asked.

"We know what we want to do," Were'
said.

"But not where to go or how to do it?" Ra
ventured.

Wereberry nodded. None of them, at least,
was stupid.

"I was giving that some thought while you
were packing," Ra continued, "and I don't think she’s in this
land."

"In Wereberry's land, of course not," T.C.
said, "that much is obvious." He laughed and shook his head when Ra
started to speak, "No, Ra, I know you meant the wider land. I just
had to say it. Anyway, I agree. So we have to leave the land."

"The Jug can get us out," Wereberry
said.

"What makes you say that?" Ra asked. As soon
as he asked, however, he knew it was right.

"She told me, she told—she told all of us
that before she left," Wereberry said, shaking his head. His
headache was getting worse but he was determined to ignore it for
as long as possible.

"She did, didn't she?" T.C. said in
wonderment. "And since she isn't here maybe she was even
right."

"She has a name, damn it," Ra insisted
suddenly.

"I know," Were' said. He moved closer to his
mummified friend and laid a soothing hand on Ra's shoulder. "I
can't remember it either."

"It was...." T.C. trailed off, also
lost.

"Cherrygiest," Wereberry said out of
nowhere. A smile broke out across his muzzle, long and thin. It
fell quickly as the next piece fell into his waiting mind. "And I
loved her," he said sadly.

"We all did," Ra put in, forcing himself to
not shake. Hearing her name and knowing that it was right set him
off. Fear mixed with indignation and tingled all along his spine.
It was bad enough that this was all an unknown puzzle, but to have
it feel like something or someone had withheld knowledge from Ra's
mind… that felt like the biggest betrayal he could remember.

"No, we all loved her, and we all love each
other," Wereberry tried to explain, "but I loved her. I think she
loved me the same way, but I don't remember."

"We'll find her," T.C. said.

"We'll try," Ra countered, not wanting to
build up his friend's hope too high.

Wereberry nodded, but to which sentiment
none of them, not even he, knew.

"We're wasting time," Wereberry said firmly,
looking around, "so which way to the Jug man?"

"This way, I think," Ra said, pointing due
east.

"Then we're off," T.C. said.


5 Three Squared

 


The three walked for a few hours just
talking softly. Wereberry watched the land as the pink bled out of
things and greens and blues took over. The light shifted, growing
bright and strong. Trees stood taller and fields of corn and wheat
could be seen blowing in the distance.

They stopped for a few minutes, sitting next
to a warm rock with their packs set down into the soft green grass.
A bird, bright orange, settled on T.C.'s bag and chirped a while,
until Wereberry barked at it. The bird took wing quickly at that
and Wereberry allowed himself a smile.

"Where are we?" he asked his friends.
Neither of them knew for sure, and though Ra had a guess he kept it
to himself.

None of them wandered around with regularity
these days. They generally either visited each other or struck out
at random directions and intervals, always making it home before
too much time passed.

Rested after their initial push, they stood
and shouldered their bags once more.

Wereberry took the lead, blinking against
his headache. The pain started behind his eyes and spread quickly
up along his forehead. Still, Wereberry refused to give in or
acknowledge it, not wanting to give it power over him.

Behind him walked Choco-Ra. Ra noticed the
obvious discomfort his furred friend was in and wanted to help. He
just didn't know what he could do.

At the rear of their initial walked T.C.
T.C. didn't really care if Were' wanted help or not; he was busily
mixing a few leaves with a few herbs he carried to make a decent
migraine cure. To be sure, he wished that one day his friend would
admit that he got migraines and confess to them when they hit. He
also knew it wasn't likely to happen. So, instead, he mixed up a
solution and waited.

Before T.C. could deliver his cure, however,
Wereberry's pain took a turn for the extreme worse. The cause
wasn't a natural progression of his headache; it was, instead, due
to a series of loud noises.

They rang out like explosions. They were, in
fact, explosions. To be fair, they sounded far bigger than they
were. All three travelers stopped and looked around. Ra alone
sighed, recognizing the sounds for what they were.

"Relax," he said, "it's just the
triplets."

"I didn't realize they were so close,"
Wereberry said, looking around.

"I thought this might be their land, but
then I thought that it was rather further away than next door to
you," Ra said.

"Hell, I thought it was to the north of your
house, Were'," T.C. added, amused. They were fairly certain that
the lands sometimes shifted a bit, but none of them knew why or
relied on it happening. Besides, with their self-proclaimed lack of
information, they chalked it up to ignorance rather than a changing
landscape. Changing landscapes didn't make as much sense, after
all. Except. Except that they knew their neighbors. They, each of
them, knew plenty of folks across the lands. Yet finding their way
around them proved difficult sometimes. A chain of thought started
to form in T.C.'s head for later digestion.

Another series of explosions rattled the
landscape. The wheat fields in the distance shook visibly. The
clouds seemed to ripple a few seconds after the noise. Nothing
stood untouched by the sound of the blasts, and yet the force of
them didn't seem to destroy anything at all.

T.C. passed Were' a ball of mush.

"Swallow it," he whispered, "it'll make your
headache go away."

"Thanks, T.C.," Wereberry whispered back,
"but why are we whispering?"

"After a noise like that, doesn't whispering
feel appropriate?" T.C. asked in another whisper.

"You're both just slightly deaf," Ra
said.

"I thought it felt like I was screaming,"
Wereberry said, having swallowed the medicine ball.

Three small boys burst out of the tall grass
to the side of the three wanderers. Each one was short, coming up
only to Wereberry's elbows. They wore striped stockings that
vanished into pointed booties at one end and loose denim shorts at
the other. The shorts had striped shirts tucked into them and solid
denim vests sat above the shirts. Each youth had a blond buzz cut
topped with a tiny, wedge-shaped hat.

Although they were perfectly identical in
look and dress, each one of them sported a different color. One was
in the brightest of blues, the other in the brightest of greens,
while the third wore stunning yellows. Each boy’s eyes matched his
outfit's primary color.

"What are you doing here," the triplets
demanded in unison, "and why are you here together?"

"We're headed by to see—" T.C. started, cut
off by Ra.

"We were just wandering, boys," he said
deeply, "don't worry about it."

"Boys," the triplets exclaimed in unison,
"we aren't boys!"

"Whatever," Ra said dismissively.

Three explosions rocked the land as the
triplets jumped into the air. At the apex of their jump, each one
was surrounded by a nimbus of light, the same color as their eyes
and outfits, followed by a concussive sound.

BOOM!

POW!

BLAM!

The three noises overlapped and ran into
each other, distinguishable only briefly before becoming an
unavoidable mass of sonic annoyance.

"We're Boom, Pow, and Blam, the triplets of
fun and adventures! We aren't boys!" They spoke in unison. They
always spoke in unison. Only when they were alone and they were
sure that no one, not even the smallest of creatures, could hear
them did they speak separately and to each other.

"Yes," Ra said as the three boys landed, "we
get it. We've met, even. Don't you remember?"

"Oh, wait," the triplets said, "you're that
mummy that bores us!"

"Exactly," Ra said. His eyes glowed
brighter.

"Oh wait, I have met them before," T.C.
said, remembering when he and Ra had once wandered through the
land.

"Well, I've never met them," Wereberry said,
wishing his headache was already gone and not being subjected to
explosions.

"Well we are very pleased to meet you, furry
werewolf person."

"Right back 'atcha, triplets."

"Boom, Pow, and Blam!"

"Right, sorry. Very nice to meet you as
well, Boom, Pow, and Blam," Wereberry said formally.

"Would you like the tour? We could give you
a tour."

"We were just passing through," Ra said
quickly.

"He's never been here before," the triplets
said, "so he should get the tour at least."

"Let him decide," T.C. suggested.

Wereberry bit back a laugh. "I don't have
time for a tour right now," he told them, "and we really were just
passing through, but if I can I'll come back for the tour later,
all right?"

"If you mean it," they said warily.

"I mean it," he assured them.

"Well... all right. Where are you
headed?"

"East," Ra said, not wanting to give away
too much information.

"We'll walk with you a ways then," the
triplets insisted.

"Just please," Wereberry said, "no more
jumping and exploding. I have a headache."

The triplets sighed and looked between
themselves, considering, for a second. "Well, all right. Let's go
east, we can give you the special east-only tour."

"That sounds just fine," Wereberry said,
walking up next to the triplets.

Ra hung back, letting his eyes dim. T.C.
walked next to Ra. T.C. had no real problem with the triplets; they
actually seemed fairly fun-loving, but Ra appeared too cranky to be
left alone. If he doesn't find support now, T.C. thought, what will
it be like once this journey really gets going?

Ra sighed, glancing at T.C. in resignation.
He didn't hate the triplets; he just had no patience for them. They
rubbed him the wrong way. But it wouldn't hurt, he knew, to indulge
them a little. So long as it wasn't him doing the actual,
face-to-face indulging, that was.

The triplets walked quickly, forcing
Wereberry to keep up with them. Ra and T.C lagged behind. They were
fine with lagging behind, as it let them not have to hear the
triplets go on quite as much.

"Over here," they said to Wereberry, "is the
main wheat field." One of the triplets, the one in yellow, pointed.
When Wereberry didn't look he got harrumphed at until he turned his
head and watched the tall wheat wave in a breeze.

"It's very nice wheat," Were' said
lamely.

"It is!"

"And over there," the pink werewolf asked,
pointing, "is that corn?"

"Those are our corn fields, yes," agreed the
three. They smiled widely and nodded to each other. Here was, they
felt, someone worth giving a tour to.

The wind picked up as they continued to
walk. It shifted direction constantly. Steady breezes were
interrupted by gusts and gusts were redirected by eddies and
whorls. Were' looked up and noticed the clouds didn't move. The
hung where they were, looking painted onto the sky. The winds that
he felt didn't seem to reach upwards much. Still, the wheat and
corn and grass all swayed in time to the winds. The trees,
regardless of how tall, did the same, leaves whipping this way and
then that.

T.C. stretched his arms into the wind and
looked at Choco-Ra. Ra's bandages, very slightly frayed, shifted
with the gusts. Tiny loose threads drifted back and forth.

"I don't remember this wind," T.C.
whispered.

"You didn't travel along the fields, then,"
Ra whispered in response, "they never seem to stop around
here."

"Is there anywhere you haven't been?" T.C.
asked.

"Of course," Ra said with a low laugh,
"there are many more places I haven't been than places I have.
Though, to be fair about it, I have spent a lot more time wandering
than either you or Wereberry ever bothered to."

"Why, though? Not that it's a problem, or
a... I'm just wondering."

"You have your lands, your animals. You
relate to them, as our furred friend does. I control the animals
around my home, when I want to. It's hard to think of them as
companions when you can make them do anything with a thought."

"That's not really," T.C. thought for a
moment, "nice, I suppose."

"No," Ra agreed, "it isn't. But it is the
truth. I can't consider a being a friend when I control them
absolutely. It lacks a certain give and take."

"I suppose. Still."

"You try it and then we'll debate the
rightness of it."

"No need to get snippy, Ra."

"No need to get judgmental, T.C."

"Point."

"Thank you."

"But still…." T.C. continued.

While Ra and T.C. discussed free will and
mental slavery amongst one's friends, Wereberry was making friends
of his own a handful of feet ahead.

"What's with the wind, guys?" Were' asked,
shielding his eyes with a hand and staring off into the wheat
fields.

"It's how the air gets into the grain," they
replied, "obviously."

"Wait, what? Air gets into the—"

"Grain," the triplets said, cutting Were'
off. "Otherwise it wouldn't explode."

Wereberry took a step to his left, edging
further away from the vegetation. He eyed it carefully, looking for
indications of impending explosion. Nothing seemed out of the
ordinary.

This, he thought, was the problem with
traveling. Everywhere had its own version of normal. Exploding
wheat could be as ordinary as strawberries, and you wouldn't know
it until a local told you or you lost a foot in some horrible
accident. At least they had warned him this time.

"All right, guys, I need to ask. Why does
the wheat explode?"

"The corn does too," the triplets put in,
smiling.

"You seem so pleased with that fact," Were'
said, finding a smile growing across his own face. Their happiness
was contagious.

"Well sure, it's the most fun ever," they
explained, "and it isn't like it just explodes there in the fields.
Not often, anyway. No, after we process it we make sure to trap the
air so it can explode later!"

"Oh, well that makes more sense," Wereberry
said, not feeling sure that it did, or that sense would have made
anything better. He just thought it was the right thing to say.
There was no particularly good way to say what he was really
thinking: exploding wheat and corn, and processing it to ensure
that it exploded, made about as much sense as trapping your fur in
a glue pot.

"Exactly!" they exclaimed, running twice
around the werewolf’s body and then jogging ahead of him. Once
there, they turned to face him and then leapt into the air.

BOOM!

POW!

BLAM!

Wereberry covered his ears a second too late
to help and felt his fur blow backward from the force of the noise.
He yelped, both in surprise and pain. Behind him Ra and T.C.
winced, mostly because they guessed their friend's headache still
hadn't left him.

"I thought," Were' said as his ears stopped
ringing, "we agreed not to do that again."

"Sorry," the assured him as they landed,
"but sometimes we can't help it. We think about the way the
post-processed stuff just explodes and it makes us so happy and did
you know it makes the same sound we do? How cool is that? Sure it
does it quieter than us, but even so! It's like we get to have our
own echoes! And we think about it and we just get so happy that
we—"

BOOM!

POW!

BLAM!

ARGH!

Wereberry's scream matched up with, and
became a new part of, the dissonance the triplets created. His fur
stood on end and his hands clenched and unclenched. By the time
they landed, Wereberry was working out how he could strangle three
people at once. He knew if he only grabbed one or two, the free
ones would start making a racket again.

T.C. and Ra were alongside Wereberry
quickly. They each rested a hand on one of his furry shoulders.
They didn't exert any pressure; their hands just laid there, one
slightly damp and chilly, the other a dry, scratchy fabric,
waiting.

Were' took the hint and forced himself to
relax. The triplets weren't worth his anger, and they didn't mean
to enrage him, certainly. They were just happy. And when they were
happy, they exploded. Which was, for them, perfectly normal.

T.C. looked at the triplets. They looked
back, not understanding why Wereberry seemed upset. Maybe, they
reasoned, he was angry because he hadn't seen the wheat and corn in
its finished state and he was just jealous of them. That made a lot
of sense. They decided that simply must be it.

"It's getting late," T.C. said, glancing at
his bare wrist, "and you guys should probably get home. We're not
far from where we need to go, I'm sure, so," he glanced at his
wrist again, "yep, getting late. Thanks for the tour."

The triplets looked at each other, blinking.
It didn't feel late, but then it never really did feel late, so
that wasn't a good indication. And he had looked at his wrist with
authority, which meant he must know something. It added up quite
right and nice in their heads. They nodded.

"Well sure! Thanks for letting us give you
the tour, the east tour at least," they said. "Just make sure you
come back for the rest of it!"

"Oh we will,” Ra said, "we will. But like
T.C. said, we simply must be going."

"Sorry I didn't realize how late it was
getting," added Wereberry, playing along.

The triplets nodded again and waved
furiously. Their hands became little blurs as they kept waving
while waking away. They ran and skipped into the distance.

"Oh, thank you, T.C.," Wereberry said when
the triplets were out of earshot, "I don't think I could've taken
another round of that."

"No problem. I didn't think it would work,
but they looked just excitable enough, you know?"

"Good thinking," Ra said, "I wish I had
thought of that the last time I was here."

"No problem," T.C. with a chuckle. "So let's
get going before–"

BOOM!

POW!

BLAM!

The noises sounded in the distance but still
carried enough power that Wereberry covered his ears and added his
part to the symphony.

ARGH!


6 Tromping and Climbing

 


Choco-Ra, T.C., and Wereberry hurried
quickly along the winding paths and wind-swept fields. Although
Wereberry's headache had faded from a migraine to an annoyance,
none of them wanted it to come back. They also knew that as long as
they remained anywhere near the triplets, they ran that risk.

The land started to change again as they
walked. The wheat and corn fields gave way to wide-open grassy
land. The three friends walked happily on, glad for the change. The
sky seemed a darker shade of blue above them. It still had the
light quality of noon, but the sky itself ran darker, along toward
late afternoon. Trees started to pop up sporadically along their
way.

The trees became more and more numerous
until they found themselves walking in a full-fledged forest. Here
and there they spotted wide-open glades, half hidden through the
trees. Ra noticed that each glade they passed had a single large
rock sitting in it. The rock wasn't always in the center of the
glade, but a rock was continually easily seen. The glades evened
out and a path formed, off to their right.

Unspeaking, they dodged through the trees
and stepped onto the path. Now that they were on what seemed to be
a main thoroughfare, the glades became even easier to spot. Smaller
paths that sat invisible from within the tree line lead off toward
the clearings. They alternated sides, T.C. noticed. If a glade was
seen to the left, the next one would be to the right, and vise
versa. It was very carefully thought out. Too carefully.

"Guys?" T.C. asked.

"Yes," Ra said in answer, "it's a bit too
regulated, isn't it?"

"I kind of like it," Wereberry said, "never
a surprise in where a rock to sit on is. You always know which way
to go to find a good clearing to think in."

"It's a bit," T.C. said, "too regular,
though, don't you think?"

"Nope. Quite comfy. Reassuring, really,"
Wereberry said.

"No accounting for taste," Ra sniped.

"I'm sure the next thing we come across will
be nothing but geometric shapes stacked on top of one another in no
pattern what-so-ever," Wereberry said, "and there'll be no where to
sit, and nothing to rest along. But it will look ever so
interesting. Will that be better for you?"

"Much," Ra said, adding a sharp nod for
emphasis.

"Now you're just trying to get a reaction,"
Wereberry said.

"Yeah, he is," T.C. agreed.

"Yes, I am," Ra agreed as well, "I didn't
think to bring along any cards, much less a chess set. Boredom is a
villain we must be wary of and fight off at all turns."

"Boredom? We haven't even been out a day,"
T.C. said.

"I get bored easily, I suppose," Ra
admitted, "but you knew that."

"But it's fun," T.C. pointed out, "to get a
reaction out of you, too."

The land continued by under their feet.
Visually, nothing changed. As they went deeper and deeper into the
land, however, the scent of fruit started to grow. Soon it piled up
around them, thick and sharp. T.C. loved it but the others weren't
quite as enamored.

They trudged on. Wereberry heard a noise. It
wasn't a normal forest noise. He held out a hand and softly clicked
his tongue. The other two stopped, turning to look at him. He
touched his ear and scanned the area carefully, turning his head
this way and that. After the twins, Wereberry had decided he wanted
to know, if possible, about anything surprising before it
happened.

The sound, he realized, was footsteps. Very
heavy footsteps that sped up and then slowed down in a constant
oscillation. He waved the other two in closer.

"There's someone coming," he whispered.

"Let's get behind a tree and see them before
they see us," T.C. said.

"I can't imagine it's dangerous," Ra said,
"but sure, why not?"

They moved behind the nearest tree, standing
on the side opposite the direction Wereberry had heard the
footsteps come from. By the time they got behind the tree, all
three of them could hear the thumping.

The tree was wide and old. It didn't hide
all three of them perfectly, but it did a better job than any of
them had really thought it would. The thumping got louder and
closer. As it did they could faintly hear a voice, except
Wereberry, that is, who could hear it as clear as day when he
concentrated.

"Where?" the voice was asking the air,
"Where, where where? Somewhere, but where?"

The voice was high-pitched and filled with
panic. The thumping hit the point in its cycle where it sped up,
and soon the others could hear the questioning clearly, too. They
could also, if they peeked, see the body that the voice and
footsteps belonged to.

The rabbit was tall, at least Choco-Ra's
height without even taking its long ears into account. Its white
fur fairly shone against the other colors in the forest. The rabbit
wore a short pantsuit, all of it a bright, blazing red. No hat
topped his head and no shoes covered his wide rabbit feet. No,
except for the color, he was dressed like a British school child of
old.

"All right," Ra whispered, "there is no way
this guy is a threat."

"You've never met him?" T.C. asked.

"I have," Wereberry said, "once."

"And?" T.C. asked.

"He's not a threat, just hard to talk to.
Come on."

Wereberry stepped out from behind the tree,
T.C. and Choco-Ra right behind him. The rabbit spotted them as they
came into view and panicked.

"Tricked!" he screamed, "I've been tricked!
Aaaaahhhhhhhhhhhh!"

"Relax," Wereberry said, "we didn't mean to
trick you. We just wanted to know a simple direction."

"Oh, sure," the rabbit said, unconvinced,
"like I don't know how this goes."

"I will regret asking this, but how what
goes?" Ra asked. The unconscious wince that creased his bandaged
face started with the first word he spoke and settled into place as
he continued.

"I just want to find the basket. It's in a
glade," the rabbit explained, "but you want to get it first, maybe
to move it, maybe to have it yourself. I don't know yet, but why do
you have to do that?"

"We're not—" T.C. tried to cut in, but the
rabbit overran him.

"I know I'll never get it. I know that, and
I don't want to look for it, I just can't help it. I have to. I
can't stop looking. So why do you have to ruin it for me? Why, you
guys? I don't even know you!"

"We met once," Wereberry said, sighing as
the rabbit just continued on.

"I want to stop! I do!" His speech got
faster and more excited with each sentence until it was almost a
blur of sound. "It's this thing inside me, I have to get that
basket! I know I won't, ok? I know it! But what would you do? Huh?
No better than me, I bet! You wouldn't have it either! Well one day
I'll get it! It'll happen! It will!" And with that the rabbit
started to hop off.

"Wait!" Ra yelled, his voice deep and
commanding. "All we want to know is where to find the Jug man. You
know him?"

"Left!" the rabbit yelled over his shoulder
as he took off down the trail. "Left left left! Left!"

"So he's left?" T.C. asked, looking into a
glade. "Through a glade and then?"

"Left! I said go left! Just go left and keep
going left! Left!" the rabbit's voice came back at them as he ran
down the trail.

"You," Ra said to Wereberry, "have some
strange friends."

"Yeah I do, but if you mean him," Were' said
with a laugh, "I only met him once and he doesn't even remember
me."

The three friends dutifully turned left off
the trail and started to walk through one of the countless glades.
They passed the obligatory rock and kept going past it. The forest
claimed them and it was only when they were deeply mired in thick
trees that they each, separately, wondered which left the rabbit
had meant. It changed depending on which way you stood on the
trail, after all. But they each figured the other two had it worked
out, so each of them kept quiet.

The path grew harder and harder to navigate.
Trees blocked every straight line they tried to walk. They found
themselves picking singular paths through the forest, meeting up as
best they could and trying to keep an eye on each other.

The sun started to go down and late
afternoon took over. None of their internal clocks were set to the
rise and fall of the sun, though their day had already been full of
so many different settings of sunlight that it wouldn't have
mattered either way. Except that in the darkening air, it was
slightly harder to see that the ground cover was changing.

It happened slowly at first, with creepers
and above-ground tree roots and the like. Then the trees started to
thin out, both in number and in bulk per trunk. They were grateful
for the change. Stepping lightly through the increasingly wild
undergrowth had slowed them to a crawl, but with the extra space
they were gaining they could move more easily, and together.

The grass started seeming taller while they
walked. Soon each blade came up to their knees, and then their
hips. Were' noticed that the blades weren't just growing tall; they
seemed to have the same structure as they would if they were
normal-sized, only bigger. Which made no sense, but he couldn't
find a better way to explain it.

T.C. had a moment where he thought he might
be shrinking. Maybe they all were, he thought, as he noticed that
the grass was gaining on them steadily. The trees, too, were
higher.

For his part, Choco-Ra just found himself
feeling something he was unaccustomed to: small. It wasn't just
that he was used to being tall, Ra knew; the experience was sapping
something inside him. His position, his time, had lent itself to
feeling big, no matter what was around him. But this, this made him
feel small physically and mentally.

The land opened up around them, but they
couldn't see it very well. The grass was up over their heads. They
walked together, inching, finding their way. A large tree loomed
ahead of them, and T.C., who was currently in the lead of the
three, headed for it.

They reached it and, close up, the bark was
deeply gnarled and laden with grave indentations. They each
realized that all bark looked like this if you were as small in
relation to it as they now were.

"We'll see better from the top," T.C. said,
and he put out a webbed hand, hauling himself up.

The others nodded. Ra went next, bandaged
fingers having a harder time finding secure purchase.

"Wait," Wereberry said, "let me go first. I
can get the best grip in this. In fact, do we have something like a
rope?"

"Nope," Ra said, lowering himself to the
ground once more.

"All I have is a net," T.C. said.

"We can unstring it and use that. If we tie
rope around ourselves we can climb, and if one of you slips I can
hold on the best," Were' said, hand already out for the promised
net.

T.C. handed over the net and Wereberry
started to quickly dismantle it, undoing knots carefully with the
tips of his claws and tugging at each length he freed. He coiled
the rope as he went and soon had a thick coil around his shoulder,
settling into his pink fur.

Each of them tied a harness around their
bodies and tugged on the ends to ensure some level of safety.
Wereberry didn't tell them that he could only really hope to
support the weight of both of the others if they fell. There was no
use he could see in worrying them.

Wereberry climbed up first, until the cord
tugged sharply against T.C., who looked up.

"Come on!" Were' called back.

"Don't outpace us or you'll pull us free,"
T.C. yelled back, and he started to climb. The rough bark slid
against his webbing and itched. A few handholds later and the
webbing on both his hands and feet was sore. He hoped it wouldn't
tear before they got to where they were going.

Ra struggled to keep up when it his turn
came to start climbing. His hands and feet kept slipping slightly,
but never all at once. They climbed further up. Ten feet. Then
twenty. Up thirty and forty feet into the air, the tree standing
tall above them, looking too thin to support its own weight but not
even swaying the tiniest bit.

Choco-Ra's right hand grabbed for a piece of
outcropping bark. His fingers curled tightly around it and he let
go with his left hand. His right started to slip, and even as he
reached for the tree with his left he could feel himself fall free
of the tree trunk.

His weight hit T.C. with a jerk, tearing him
away from the trunk as well. They both swung free, hitting the
trunk but bouncing off of it before either could grab a new
handhold.

Wereberry felt the sharp tug from below and
didn't bother to look down to see what had happened. He simply dug
in with both hands and feet as hard as possible. The bark shredded
under his claws so he dug in fiercer, scoring the wood of the tree
itself. He held fast and spared a glance down.

T.C.'s left hand bled slightly, the webbing
torn. He grabbed the trunk on the next swing as tightly as he could
but the slick blood along his palm made the surface too hard to
hold tightly, and he swung free again.

"I can't get a good—" T.C. called out.

"Me either!" shouted Ra.

"Both of you just try to stop swinging so
much," Were' pleaded. "I'll see if I can drag us up some."

Ra didn't see how that would help, but T.C.
did. He had done a bunch of climbing, though nothing quite like
this, and knew that if Wereberry could drag them up at all, they
would come to rest against the tree again.

Wereberry pulled a hand free and reached up
a few inches. The claws still anchoring him felt like they were
running the risk of tearing free from his hand. He bit back the
pain and pushed harder. His free hand dug in securely. Were'
repeated the process with his other hand and they all rose a few
inches.

The rope slowly stopped swinging and the
tree came within arm's reach for both Choco-Ra and T.C. Both of
them grabbed on as tightly as they could manage.

"There's a branch not far above me. Let's
get to it and rest there a while," Wereberry said, starting to
climb again. He didn't wait for an answer. Once the others felt him
begin to climb they didn't bother to answer, either.

They reached the branch without incident.
Wereberry sat on it, straddling it between his legs, and helped
haul the other two up to join him. The tree suddenly shook. All
three friends grabbed at the branch they sat upon. Their hands and
legs clutched tight as the branch shook again.

Except it was obviously not just the tree
that shook. The world, it looked like, shook every few seconds, a
thunderous shake that rattled everything they could see. A noise
preceded it. A soft noise, but booming in the bass. Each hit was
followed by another tremor. T.C. looked behind them and yelped.

"Giant!" he whispered, not daring to nudge
Ra or Were'.

Both of them turned as well and saw him. He
stood at least sixty feet tall and had skin as brown as a tree. He
looked nothing like a tree, however, if you discounted the relative
sizes involved. His brown skin was smooth, almost shining, and
around his body he wore a tunic made of bright yellow and red
leaves, the colors of autumn.

Uncannily, the giant spotted the trio on the
branch and he laughed mightily, "Ha! Ha! Ha! Gigantic!" The raw
power of his voice was almost enough to send them spiraling off
their branch.
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"At least my headache faded," Wereberry said
as the giant clomped closer to them. He covered the distance to the
tree quickly, huge strides swallowed up by his extraordinary
legs.

"Small favors, and all that," T.C. said.

"Has anyone ever even heard of a giant
around here?" Ra asked.

None of them had. None of them particularly
wanted to, either. Nor were they excited to have heard of one now.
The giant stood in front of them, peering down at their branch
retreat.

"Now where do you small ones come from?" he
asked, voice booming. Wereberry dug his claws in. T.C. wrapped
tighter around the branch and Ra followed suit.

"Could you please," Wereberry asked, "turn
down the volume before you kill us?" He tried his best to sound
calm.

"Ha! Ha! Ha! Gigantic!" the giant said,
lowering his voice some. "You don't belong here. I know everything
that belongs here and you aren't on that list. You'll come with
me."

"We're fine where we are," Ra said,
fearlessly.

"You don't belong, so you must come with
me," the giant repeated. He reached a hand out and scooped them up,
tangling them up in the rope that linked them all together. "You
are three but bound together? Why are you bound? Criminals?"

"No, we had to climb the tree–" Were'
started to explain.

"Criminals! Now I know you have to come with
me." The giant walked away from the tree, the three friends in his
hand. The land sped by quickly under them. A few times the giant
passed by a tree close enough that those in his hand worried he
might smash them into it by accident. Or on purpose, they couldn't
be sure which it would be.

After about twenty minutes of jostling,
swinging, swaying, and high-speed relative movement, the giant set
them down in a clearing. The dirt underneath them seemed more
wonderful than anything ever had. They quickly undid the rope that
bound them together. T.C. shoved it into his bag while all three of
them looked around.

"Now you'll go to jail until I can find out
where you escaped from, criminals!" boomed the giant.

"We'd rather not," Ra said shakily.

Wereberry sat on the ground, recovering his
balance. T.C. stood near him, willing the world to stop spinning.
Choco-Ra stood proudly, his equilibrium recovered. He was sick of
being pushed around. In his own lands he was the supreme ruler, and
he wasn't good at taking orders from someone else.

"I didn't give you a choice," the giant
pointed out.

"He's right," Were' said, standing.

"I don't recognize his authority," Ra said
testily.

"I recognize his size, Ra," T.C. said, "and
his size tells me he'll pretty much put us where he wants. For now,
all right?"

"For now," Ra agreed.

"Ha! Ha! Ha! Gigantic! You will stay until I
decide you can go free," the giant thundered. "You don't dare
escape!"

"Of course not," Were' said, "we wouldn't
dream of it. Ignore these two. We won't escape."

The giant nodded and knelt down in front of
them. He pointed to his left. A small box sat there. Small by the
giant's standards, but fully big enough to comfortably seat five.
The walls were metal bars as was the only door, which sat open.

"Get in," the giant commanded.

Wereberry shrugged and walked into the cage,
followed by Ra and T.C. The giant closed the door behind them,
pushing it with his index finger. Once it was closed he grabbed the
edge of the door and the nearest bit of cell bar between his thumb
and forefinger and twisted. The metal bent easily, sealing the door
firmly.

"That's why we went along with him," Were'
said, nodding at the twisted metal.

"You can't escape," the giant said,
standing. "I will be back soon to tell you what I've found of your
plans, criminals." He strode away, thundering footsteps receding
quickly into the distance.

"All right, he's gone," Were' said turning
to Ra, "what's the escape plan?"

Choco-Ra laughed softly, "Easy. These bars
are too small to let us slide through right now, but any of us
could escape this place." He looked at Wereberry, "Given about,
what, a day? You could slip through quick enough. And you," he
smiled at T.C., "could probably wedge yourself between two bars and
exert enough steady pressure to bend them wide enough to get
through."

"Sure," T.C. agreed, "but?"

"But I can get through now," Ra said, and he
walked over to the bars. Sucking in a deep breath, his bandages
tightened around him, decreasing his size incredibly. Half his
original width, Ra slipped sideways through the bars with ease.
Once on the other side he let go of the breath he had held and his
bandages loosened again, returning him to his original size.

"Nice trick, Ra. Very nicely done," Were'
said. "Now what about us?"

"Now we work together. T.C., wedge yourself
between two bars. Were', grab a bar on one side of him, I'll get
the other."

They did as he asked and once in place,
Were' and Ra pulled while T.C. pushed as hard as possible. The bars
he was wedged between groaned briefly and then bent wide. T.C.
dropped to the ground and walked clear of the cell. Wereberry
followed behind him quickly.

"So why did you have to be outside the cell
when we did that?" Were' asked Ra.

"I didn't."

"Then...."

"To see your face," Ra said, looking around
them to see what he could see.

"Oh, priceless. Next time more escaping,
less showing off, ok?" Wereberry asked, feigning annoyance.

"Deal," Ra said over his shoulder. "Now, all
we have to do is make a break for it."

"Wrong," Were' said, "this place is
obviously too big for that. We'll need to find some landmarks and a
place to hide. We hide out when he comes looking for us. Then when
he moves on, we advance and hide again. If we stage our escape, we
can increase our chances of making it."

"I like it," admitted Ra. "T.C.?"

"It makes sense, but I can hide out in the
tall grass better than you two, so I'll scout when we have to
switch locations, all right?"

"Good," Were' said, loping ahead some. "I
can smell water this way, probably a good bet that’s where we
should go."

"I smell it too," T.C. said, "let's go."

The water was close by, and sure enough
there were huge patches of grass near it. There were also gigantic
pea pods sprouting up from the ground. Some of the pods were empty,
having opened early, while others sat plump and ripe.

"Are you thinking what I am?" asked
Wereberry. His companions nodded. Were' and Choco-Ra slipped into a
pod each, pulling them closed once inside. T.C. sealed them with a
bit of mud from the bank of the wide lake they were near. Soon the
pods looked just as ripe as the ones near them.

That done, T.C. slid into the lake. He was
glad for the chance to sit in water again, and sank to the bottom
gratefully. The lake bed was muddy and chilled, just the way T.C.
liked it. He sucked in a huge amount of water, pushing it back out
through his gills, refreshed. Lying on the bottom, he watched the
sky and listened to vibrations, waiting.

Wereberry slowed his breathing as much as
possible. He wasn't a fan of tight places, but he wouldn't admit he
was afraid of them, either. It wasn't terrible, he reminded himself
a few times. Just dark, and close, and stuffy. Anyone can survive
dark and close and stuffy. Ra probably felt the same way. At least
T.C. was in his element. Still, Were' told himself, they wouldn't
be here long and he would be fine. Ra, he knew, had to be just as
annoyed as he was about the situation. Just ready to burst free and
leap out of there to find a much better, and roomier, hiding
place.

Inside his pod, Choco-Ra leaned and
listened. The damn darkness reminded him of his sarcophagus. Sound
muffled and light cut off, he felt almost at home. A sudden
tiredness hit him like a hammer. He fought to stay awake, but
quickly lost track of time. An hour went by, or a minute, or some
combination thereof, and Choco-Ra fell into a deep slumber.

Time passed. T.C. sensed nothing much at
all. A few fish swam around him, curious, but otherwise the day was
the day. So he sat and waited, almost aching to swim around the
lake. He didn't. He felt that the bubbles and eddies stirred up
would deviate too far from the entire plan of hiding.

So instead he lay on his back and watched
the sky through the depth of the water. His gills flexed dreamily.
He packed his torn webbing in some cool mud and settled down for as
long a wait as necessary. He assumed the others were doing the
same, just biding their time and getting comfortable.

At least, he thought, no one was currently
chasing them, yelling at them, or running around them, much less
exploding. A baseline had been established for T.C., and he was
more than happy to be above it for a while. This trip had only
started, he knew, but he missed sitting and relaxing all day. So
while he could, and without forgetting that he was supposed to be
paying close attention, he relaxed as much as possible.

T.C. stretched his limbs, arching his back
and feeling the tug of each muscle along his bones. It felt good.
He flexed his hands and feet and watched the sky. Soon, he planned
on surfacing. As little as possible so he wouldn't be seen, but he
had to taste air to get a good gauge of its currents and to find
out if the giant was after them yet.

Something broke the surface of the water
before T.C. could start to get up. T.C. blinked and tried to burrow
under the mud without actually moving. He tried willing himself
deeper, which worked about as well as he thought it would: not at
all.

The figure that dove into the lake swam
down, exploring but, T.C. judged, not coming right for him. It was
a person, that much was clear. He seemed to be a smaller version of
the giant, with the same brown skin that almost shined and tunic of
autumn leaves wrapped around his body. Except this guy was the same
size as Choco-Ra, only slightly taller than T.C.

T.C. stayed as still as possible while the
intruder, who probably had more claim to the lake than T.C. did,
floated by above him. He was obviously playing, free-swimming and
diving and soaring under the water. T.C. ached to join him, but it
didn't make sense to join an unknown for a playful romp when you
were already being hunted.

The figure swam closer. T.C. tensed. He was
seen. He knew it a second before it happened and could do nothing.
The figure saw him and raced back up for the surface in alarm. T.C.
saw no choice but to follow.

He beat the stranger to the surface, leaping
straight out of the water and landing on the muddy bank of the
lake. When the brown man surfaced, he saw T.C. and froze where he
was. Looking back into the water, he couldn't make up his
mind—either there were two bluish mermen, or one very fast one. He
decided that a merman could easily outswim him, so it must be only
one. Two would be an invasion, and coming down on the side of no
invasion certainly helped his choice.

"Uhhh, hi?" T.C. ventured, smiling.

"Who are you? Where are you from? Why are
you here?" the smaller brown man—no, brown boy, T.C. realized—asked
nervously, spitting out the questions rapid fire.

"You can call me T.C. As for what I'm doing
here," T.C. waved his hands around some, searching for the right
phrasing, "that giant, he captured me and I escaped. He thought I
was a criminal but I was just passing through."

"Alone? Why?" the youth demanded.

"I just have to get to the other side of
this land, that's all. Appointments to keep. Alone." T.C. didn't
want the boy to know about his friends. If he was recaptured, at
least Ra and Were' might get a decent-sized getaway window in the
confusion.

The boy circled T.C. carefully, looking him
over from every angle. T.C. stood still, glad he had come up on a
side of the lake away from the pea pods where Ra and Were' were
hidden. The boy continued his examination, keeping a distance.

"I should call Gigantic," the boy said.

T.C. felt a chill run down his spine. "You
don't have to do that. Look, just walk away and I can be on my way
and he never has to know."

"No, he'd be pretty mad at me for that," the
youth said.

"What's your name, kid?" T.C. asked. Maybe,
he reasoned, the kid needs a friend his own size. If I could get on
his good side, T.C. thought, maybe he'll change his mind and take a
risk.

"I'm Growth," the boy said, holding out his
hand before realizing that might be a bad idea and dropping it back
to his side quickly. "I'm Gigantic's partner."

"His partner? Not his son?" T.C. asked.

"Naw, he's raised me since I was really tiny
though. I'll grow up to be as big as he is, someday, I'm sure!"

"I bet you will," T.C. agreed. "So Growth,
why does Gigantic think that anyone who comes through here is a
criminal? I mean, he didn't even give me a chance to explain."

"He worries about the crops a lot. But
you're really just passing through?"

"I am." T.C. worried. If he admitted he had
two friends with him now, then the kid wouldn't trust him. But if
he didn't and was forced to leave them behind, he wasn't sure what
he would do.

"Well, I can talk to him if you want, I mean
if you really are just passing through alone and all," Growth said
warily.

"I... look, about that alone part," T.C.
started, feeling sunk either way, "I'm not quite alone."

"But you said—" Growth's face fell as he
spoke.

"I know. But I had to protect them, you see?
We aren't criminals at all," T.C. said, his eyes full of pleading
for understanding. "We're just passing through. But I had to
protect them. Now I trust you, though."

"You do?"

T.C. nodded. "You seem like a stand-up kind
of guy. I think you'll do the right thing."

"What if that's turning you over to
Gigantic?"

"I believe that you'll do the right thing,
and that turning us in to be locked up isn't it."

"Where are they, then? Show them to me."
Growth stood taller, crossing his arms over his chest. His face
betrayed him, showing that he still wanted to trust T.C. and to
help. At least, T.C. hoped so.

"All right," T.C. said, "they're on the
other side of the lake. Want to just swim across?"

Growth nodded toward the water and T.C.
jumped in, swimming slowly enough for Growth to easily pace him.
They got to the other side and T.C. climbed out of the water first.
He stood and waited for Growth, watching him, making every inch of
his body posture submissive.

The pea pods sat lumpily, exactly as they
were when T.C. had left them. He pried open Were's first. The
werewolf fell right on T.C., unprepared for the change in pod
status. Wereberry saw Growth and bristled, eyeing T.C.

"It's all right, I'll get Ra, you just make
friends," T.C. said, already moving.

Wereberry eyed Growth and held a hand out to
him. Growth took a step back, growing nervous. When the merman said
he had friends, Growth naturally had expected others of the same
kind. A werewolf wasn't something he had planned for, mentally.
Even less planned was the sight of a mummy waking up from a nap. Ra
stretched and blinked a few times, red eyes dimming and relighting
as he did.

T.C. hurried back over to Growth after
noticing the look in his eyes. "It's all right, Growth, these are
my friends. Like I told you."

Growth nodded but kept his distance from the
two recently emerged. Ra and Were' looked at each other, having no
clue what the game plan was. Neither of them was particularly used
to being out of the loop on a plan, seeing as how one of them
always made the plans in the first place.

"Why don't you go explain to Gigantic—" T.C.
began.

"The giant's name is really Gigantic?" Ra
asked.

"Yeah," T.C. said over his shoulder, "and
this is his partner, Growth. Growth, why don't you go explain the
situation to Gigantic? He'll listen to you and we can be on our
way."

Growth nodded again but didn't take a step
toward moving. Wereberry smiled at him. Ra nodded and raised a hand
in welcome. Growth nervously retreated to go find his large
partner.

"T.C., what the hell is going on?" Ra
demanded as soon as Growth was gone.

"You two weren't around, so I solved this, I
think. I ran into Growth and he's sure this is all fixable. I trust
him, mostly."

"Mostly?" Wereberry asked, skeptical.

"Hey, I did the best I could."

Ra moved forward, clapping his damp friend
on the shoulder warmly. "I'm sure it'll work out, T.C. It isn't
like you're dumb, and why couldn't you
solve this by yourself, huh?"

"Yeah," Were' added, "this one was yours,
and you found an answer. Don't let us rattle you, we're just
control freaks sometimes."

"Don't lump me in with you," Ra said with a
grin.

T.C. started to laugh, glad things were back
to normal, when the ground shook. It shook again and again, in
huge, striding intervals.

"Guess we'll find out how good I was," T.C.
said. His friends nodded as if they didn't have a doubt in their
minds.

"Ha! Ha! Ha! Gigantic!" boomed the giant as
he came into view. Growth ran along next to him to keep up.

"See, these are them," Growth said, "they
really aren't criminals, I checked."

Ra wondered when they had been checked, but
seeing the kid flash a slightly nervous smile toward T.C. explained
it. Looks like The Creature was right after all. Good.

"Then why are you here?" Gigantic asked,
standing over them. He loomed tall amongst the large pods.

"Passing through," Were' said.

"You said you wouldn't escape," the giant
lamented.

"Well, about that," Ra started, only to be
cut off by T.C.

"But we weren't criminals and Growth
believed us, so we really did the right thing."

"I suppose," the giant said.

Growth, meanwhile, had moved closer to T.C.
He smiled warmly, fighting down his own nerves, and whispered, "He
hasn't been acting quite right recently. I'm not sure what's going
on, but things have been changing."

T.C. gave Growth the smallest of nods. "Tell
me about it," he whispered back, "and hey, thanks."

"Where are you headed to?" Gigantic asked
them, finding some ease at seeing his young charge be friendly
toward the strangers. Maybe he had been wrong about locking them up
so quickly.

"The Jug man, really," T.C. said before Ra
could give a far more evasive answer.

"That's far," Gigantic told them, voice
lowering some, "I will get you there faster than walking! Ha! Ha!
Ha! Gigantic!"

"No, that's fine," Were' said, "we'll
walk."

"I insist!" boomed the giant. He didn't want
these probably-not-criminals around for too long; they might turn
out to be bad influences, even if Growth did trust them. One never
knew, after all.

The giant reached down and scooped up the
three friends in one hand, grabbing Growth in the other. He was
careful not to squeeze. Walking across the lands, booming and
rattling everything as he went, Gigantic carried them all back to
what had to be his own house.

Around the back of his house he set them
down. There, on a wide dirt circle, was a ball. It was broken in
half and they could see heavy padding in each half.

"No way," Ra said, getting a bad feeling
about where this was going.

"It's safe," Gigantic insisted, "sometimes
Growth goes for rides in it. I'll toss you clear to the Jug man's
home."

"Nope," Ra repeated, "I am not getting
thrown to my doom in a big ball. No."

"Ra, he says it's safe," T.C. offered.

"It is," Growth said, smiling, "I've ridden
in it a lot of times. You just lash yourself to the inside and wait
for the thump."

"The thump?" Wereberry asked.

"It means you've landed," Growth said.

"Oh, that thump," Were' said softly.

"Not happening," Ra said again.

But Gigantic wasn't listening, or perhaps
just didn't care if they wanted to go or not. It was safe enough
and would get them far away. That was a good enough solution for
him. Scooping them up swiftly, he placed T.C. in one half of the
ball and settled the other two friends in the other half.

Inside, thick vines were secured to the deep
padding. Quickly, not liking this one bit, Choco-Ra and Wereberry
tied themselves firmly in place. T.C. did the same in his half.
Gigantic picked up both halves of the ball and pushed them
together. Before blackness enveloped them they caught a glimpse of
each other, all strapped in and looking like they weren't getting
back out. Ever.

Ra's eyes lit up brighter, the glow giving
them some light to see by.

"So what do you think?" Were' asked Ra.

"Little to no chance of survival."

"But Growth said—" T.C. started

"He said it was fine for him. How strong is
he? How hard to hurt? I have no clue, do you?" Ra asked, growing
angry. "None of us do. We have no clue what will happen here. It
might work, sure. It probably won't."

"Oh, Ra, you worry too much," Wereberry
said, trying to sound nonchalant and light, "I'm sure we'll
be—"

His last coherent word was cut off as
Gigantic threw the ball as hard as he could. It arced up and away,
trailing behind it the fading remains of three hearty screams.


8 Poking Holes in a Concept

 


After a while there was a big thump. Dirt
rose in plumes against a reddening sky. The ball rolled to a stop,
resting against a brick wall. Light winds plucked at the dust and
grit in the air, giving it a good spin. As the effects of the
landing settled, the ball split open. Each half fell over, rocking
back and forth gently. T.C. stumbled out of his half, falling to
the ground hard. He coughed and sputtered in the dust. Choco-Ra and
Wereberry appeared over the edge of their half of the ball.
Wereberry climbed down, and almost made it before he, too,
stumbled. He sat down heavily, wincing at the treatment to his
short tail. Ra dropped lightly to the ground and stood, watching
his friends.

"How is it you never lose your balance?"
Were' asked, sounding offended.

"No inner ear, I guess, or something," Ra
said with a shrug. He offered T.C. a hand up and then helped
Wereberry.

"Whatever," Wereberry said, recovering
quickly, "are we where we want to be?"

"No clue," T.C. said, looking around.

"I've never been here before, but I've never
been to where we're going, either, so that's no help," Choco-Ra
said.

The three travelers looked around, trying to
get their bearings. They had rolled to a stop by a brick wall. The
edges of the wall were ragged, either unfinished or only partly
demolished. They couldn't tell which at first. Their scans of the
area gave them a bigger clue.

There were broken and smashed walls of all
sorts as far as the eye could see. There was space between
them—often a good amount of it—but walls dominated the landscape.
Every white fence they saw had a wall of some sort nearby.
Sometimes there were two or three walls joined, making an almost
box. Some of those even had partial roofing. None of them were
finished houses, though. And they all had large, gaping holes in
the walls.

"What is this, a war zone?" T.C. asked.

"Too quiet for that," Ra answered quickly,
"but I'd be willing to bet we're in the right place."

The other two nodded and the trio spread
out, looking for signs of life, or of anything other than odd
destruction. At first they found nothing. Brick dust and plaster
debris draped the grass and dirt. Everything was simple and barren,
as if whoever lived here had just up and left.

Wandering farther and farther from where
they landed, though, the three started to hear some signs of life.
Laughter first, then what sounded like skin on skin. Wereberry took
the lead, with Ra and T.C. right behind him, heading off to the
source of the noise.

Two people stood near a wall, under the
shade of a tree, laughing and high-fiving each other. Were' could
hear that they were congratulating each other over something. As
they came within easy distance, Wereberry raised a hand in
greeting.

"Hey there," he said, still moving, "Jug
man?"

Both of the people turned to look at him.
One of them was made out of glass, and filled with green liquid up
to his spout. Arms and legs sprouted from the sides and bottom of
his glass body. His wide and strangely non-descript face smiled.
The person next to him was much smaller. He sported a slick suit
and tie, dark sunglasses, and patent leather shoes, and overall
looked like a jazz musician. He didn't wave, or even smile. He just
looked toward the incoming strangers, expressionless and
uncaring.

"Yeah, I'm Jug, Cool Man Jug," the glass,
pitcher-shaped man said, still smiling, "What'chu want?"

"Hey, man," his shorter friend said,
"weren't we busy? Do we gotta deal with these folk? Who are they?
Friends of yours?"

"Never met 'em," Jug said, "but they could
still be friends."

"Yeah, we're friends," T.C. said, "and we
were hoping you could help us out."

"Hey, the Jug likes helping people out.
What'chu need?"

"A friend of ours passed through here, we
think, a while back and—" Ra started.

"Nope," Jug said simply.

"No? But we're sure she came by and—"
Wereberry tried.

"The man said no," Cool Man Jug's friend
said. "Why would you make him repeat it?"

"Sorry," Ra said to the shorter man, "I
didn't catch your name."

The trio moved closer to the two friends.
The tree's shade hung over all five of them. T.C. took a small
breath of relief; the rest of the land was too hot for him to
really enjoy, but the shade cut things a bit. Enough.

"And we didn't catch yours. But fair, sure,
I'm Smooth Wallop," he said, nodding.

"I'm T.C., this is Choco-Ra, and this here
is Wereberry. We're looking for a friend of ours. Female, pink,
kind of wispy at times?"

"No one's passed through here except me and
Cool for ages. Sorry," Smooth said.

"She was looking for a way out of this
world. She said she was coming to see you," Were' insisted.

"Then she didn't get here," Smooth said. "No
one has."

"That damned bee did," Cool Man Jug said.
"Remember? The bee came over here a while ago."

"That bee better not come back, either,"
Smooth said, frowning, "but they ain't talking about a bee. They're
talking about a girl." He shook his head, lost in memory for a
second. He really despised that little bee, coming all the way to
them and demanding they help him break into some honeycomb hive
that he had locked behind him. When they had tried to explain that
they would just shatter it completely, even if they tried to be
careful, the bee had flown off pissed.

"Yeah, I didn't see a girl," Jug said,
racking his memory just in case.

"Me either. Sorry guys, we didn't see a
girl."

"Maybe you forgot," Wereberry tried,
"Listen, we know—well we're pretty sure—she came here. She said she
would and we haven't seen her, so—"

"So you tried the whole rest of the world?"
Cool Man Jug asked.

"What? No," Wereberry said.

"Then maybe she's somewhere else," Jug
offered.

"He could be right," T.C. said softly.

"He isn't!" raged Were'. "She came here and
got help and I want to know what happened. Now tell me, or—"

"Or what?"

"Or I'll break that glass jug you seem to be
made out of." Wereberry tensed, his fur starting to stand on end.
His claws seemed to shine in the light and he hunched his shoulders
in.

"This isn't helping, Were'," Ra said.

"Neither is them denying it," Wereberry
said, a snarl starting at the corners of his muzzle. He didn't want
to fight but he found that he was completely overcome by
frustration. He had to find her. He was positive that they could
help and had helped her in the past. Wereberry tried to calm down
but found himself fighting a slowly losing battle.

"All right, hey I don't want no fight," Jug
said, frowning.

"Not like they'd win," Smooth added.

"Not the point, Smooth. Listen guys, I would
tell you if I knew, I promise. But I haven't seen a girl and I have
no clue what you want from me."

"Were', I think he's telling the truth,"
T.C. said, reaching a hand up to rest gently on Wereberry's
shoulder.

The werewolf spun on his heel to face his
friends. "Don't you get it?" he asked, "We forgot her for who knows
how long. Maybe they did, too. She came here. They helped."

He couldn't believe this. Was everyone else
mad? Couldn't they feel it? Didn't they just know that this was the
answer, and that they had to get help, even if it meant forcing it?
He tried to remind himself that this wasn’t like him, that he
didn’t have this bad of a temper. Except, he realized, apparently
he did if he was pushed hard enough.

"How do you know?" Ra asked. He didn't want
to try to stop Wereberry if he attacked, but knew he would have to
intervene somehow if push literally came to shove.

"I just do. Think deep in yourself, don't
you know it, too?"

T.C. frowned and concentrated on what scraps
of memory he had of Cherrygiest. Choco-Ra did the same, giving his
friend every benefit of the doubt he could possibly extend.

Both of them looked up at the same time,
blinking hard.

"She did," T.C. said.

"She was here," Ra echoed.

"And how do you know?" Were' asked,
satisfied.

"I don't know. I just know that she meant to
and that somehow she did," Ra said.

"I can't prove it, but I know it," T.C.
said.

"I still don't remember this," Cool Man Jug
said, "so I don't know how I can be a help."

"Yeah, come on, we were having a contest
here," Smooth said, "before you showed up and started threatening
us."

"Sorry about that," Were' said,
shrugging.

"Yeah, look, we just need to get out of this
world," Ra said, feeling foolish. What was outside of the world?
Where did it go and how did one get there? He had no clue, but he
was determined to just charge forward until he found answers.

"How?" Smooth asked, "I mean what does that
even mean?"

"Well," Were' said, "you guys like to hit
things, I'm guessing?"

The two laughed and high-fived. They nodded
and Cool Man Jug winked at Wereberry, stepping up to the wall next
to them. He pulled his arm back and smashed a fist through,
screaming "Cool!" as he did.

"Hey, no fair," Smooth protested, "we hadn't
started the competition yet!"

"I was just showing them," Jug said with a
grin.

"Humph," Smooth offered, stepping up to the
wall. With an incredibly loud WALLOP he slammed his hand through
the wall, leaving a slightly smaller hole behind.

"Smaller," Cool Man Jug said.

"Prettier," countered Smooth. "See how
well-formed and perfectly round mine is?"

"Are we going for size or form?" Jug
asked.

"Whichever, I guess," Smooth replied.

Ra, Wereberry, and T.C. watched with a
mixture of amusement and admiration. Wereberry felt a tinge of
relief that he hadn't started a fight. Either of them could have
put a fist right through him. He'd look mighty strange with an arm
through his chest, he thought, never mind the problem of staying
alive.

"Maybe that's it," Ra said. "Maybe that's it
exactly."

"Punching holes in walls?" Cool Man Jug
asked. He liked putting holes in walls. If that was all it took to
make these three strangers go away then he would happily do it.
Hell, he'd do it even if they weren't there.

"Except not in walls," Ra said. His eyes
grew brighter as he spoke. "What if you put a hole in the
world?"

"A hole in the world? How would that even
work, man?" Smooth asked. He wasn't against the idea—in fact, he
kind of liked it. He just didn't know how to.

"Maybe if you both punched at the same
time—" Ra started to say.

"But hit the air, instead!" Wereberry broke
in, excitedly. "Then you could push through whatever the world is
and break a hole in it!"

"Wouldn't that just push air around?" T.C.
asked. Smooth and Cool nodded in unison.

"Maybe," Ra admitted, "but then again, if
they concentrated really hard and focused on breaking through to...
whatever is on the other side of this... then maybe it would
work."

"It's like the ultimate wall," Cool Man Jug
said to Smooth. "Wanna try it?"

"Why not," Smooth said. "We'll punch the air
and then we'll be done with this."

"No, you have to really think you're going
to do it," Were' said.

"Okay then," Smooth said, shrugging, "we'll
punch a hole in whatever it is that's here."

The two stood side by side, facing nothing
but empty air. They took a few practice swings, counting so they
could time their dual punch exactly. Taking a deep breath, they
cocked their arms and let fly.

WALLOP!

"Cool!"

The air shuddered, visibly. Then it bent,
and the empty space they were looking at seemed to break. It left a
ragged white hole just hanging there above the field. All five of
the gathered witnesses gasped. The hole closed in on itself
quickly, making an audible pop as it finished snapping shut.

"That would be it," Wereberry said, his tone
almost reverent.

"Are we sure this is right?" T.C. asked.

"You know it is," Ra answered without
sparing a glance toward his friend.

Cool Man Jug and Smooth Wallop stood back,
looked at each other, and laughed long and hard. They high-fived
numerous times and Smooth even did a little dance. That had to be
the best punch anyone had ever delivered. It also, Smooth realized
deep down, felt familiar. Maybe these guys were right and this had
been done before, but it made no sense. With a dismissal that
seemed urgent and easy, Smooth shoved the thought away.

"Can you do it again? Maybe a bit larger?"
Were' asked.

"I guess we can, but it doesn't feel right
to do," Cool said. The same odd feeling nagged at him. Something
was fundamentally wrong with what they had accomplished, and they
both wanted to forget that it had ever happened, to say nothing of
the chance that it had happened before, only to be forgotten.

"Please?" T.C. asked. "We'll be ready this
time. Just open that hole again and we'll go through and you're rid
of us."

"I guess we can," Cool Man Jug said. He
didn't want to, but since they had already done it once, what could
twice hurt?

"Wait, before you do," Ra said quickly,
turning to face his friends, "are we sure about this? Really
sure?"

"We have to find her," Were' said.

"We've come this far, I guess," T.C.
said.

Ra sighed and shook his head. "This isn't
another ride in a stupid ball. We don't know what this is or where
it goes or if it's even right."

"You know it's right," Were' insisted.

"No, I know it feels like it's right but
that I have no proof. That isn't the same. I want to find her as
well, Were', but we can't be utterly stupid about it."

"We're not," Wereberry said.

"Look, if we go through, what happens?" T.C.
asked.

"We don't know," admitted Were'.

Ra nodded. That was the crux of it. He was
willing to go to the ends of the world for this, no problem. He
thought he was willing to go further, but this might not be that.
Risking everything on a chance that felt right but seemed wrong
just added up to foolishness for him. But it felt so right.

Wereberry had no qualms. Yes, they could die
doing this. Sure, they might regret it, and this might not even be
the right move, and who knew where they could end up. But it felt
right, deep in his core. That was good enough.

T.C. counted the ways their next planned
move could be right or wrong. Wrong kept coming up the winner, but
the arguments for it being right were more compelling. He was
adrift in a sea of choice and chance. It wasn't how he liked the
world to be ordered.

"Do it," Were' said, seeing the faces of his
friends. He knew they wanted to say yes along with him but just
hadn't caught up to doing it yet.

Smooth and Cool nodded and drew deep
breaths. They took some practice swings and counted down. Ra looked
at Were' and shook his head.

"You better be right about this," he
said.

"You know I am," Were' said.

"I hope you are. I think you are," T.C.
said, "but I don't know it."

"It'll do," Were' said gently. "Now prepare
to jump."

After a few extra practice swings, Smooth
and Cool gave a final count. Their arms swung forward in perfect
unison.

WALLOP!

"Cool!"

Empty space broke again, slightly bigger
this time. It was hard to look directly into, seeming to not be
there even while it was. Their eyes, all five pairs, tried to slide
off the hole, looking around it.

Wereberry took a deep breath and leapt
headfirst into the space that could only be described as having no
space. T.C. followed quickly, gritting his teeth. Choco-Ra dove in
last, eyes shining as bright as possible against the enveloping
whiteness.

The three vanished from the world. The hole
sealed behind them with a sharp pop. Smooth Wallop and Cool Man Jug
quickly forgot they had ever even tried to punch through the world.
They went back to their contest, all memories of the encounter
vanishing swiftly.


 


Interlude One

 


Three forms dotted an otherwise blank space.
The whiteness of it was blinding in more ways than one. There was
nothing to focus on, so their eyes searched for anything other than
themselves but found nothing. The space also glowed brightly, so
even if they could've found something to see, it very well might
have been obscured by the light.

Either way, they found themselves blind.
They also found themselves floating. There was no up and no down.
The void was absolute and in that absoluteness it was also finite.
Their minds couldn't keep up.

Wereberry tried to speak but found that no
sound came out. Ra floundered where he was, turning endlessly
between his friends. Only T.C. found a way to deal. He tried to
swim. He found it worked. He didn't know if he was really moving,
but it felt like he was. He grabbed for Choco-Ra and Wereberry and
had them hold onto his sides.

With his arms and legs free, T.C. swam in a
direction he decided was forward. He kicked and pushed against
nothing, and then did it harder. Gradually his sense of movement
increased.

Ahead of them, for some value of ahead,
there was a spot. It looked to Ra like a rainbow gone horribly
wrong. To Were' it smelled like grass and trees. To T.C. it was
simply where the current was headed. Not that there had been a
current until he noticed it.

Regardless, T.C. headed for the spot. As
they got closer, the spot grew. Soon it was near enough to touch.
So T.C. tried to touch it. He stuck a hand out, seeing if he could
move through the spot into whatever was on the other side. His hand
met resistance.

He punched at it to no avail. Ra let go and
kicked his legs, moving forward to the spot, and tried to punch it
himself, meeting the same result as T.C. had. They tried to punch
it together, with no result.

Wereberry watched them and let go of T.C. as
well, moving up to join them. He noticed the spot had a definite
edge. He could grab it and hold on. Bracing himself, he looked at
the others and nodded. As one they punched. Their fists bounced off
the spot with a shuddering, painful rebound.

They were stuck.

T.C. grabbed hold of the edge of the spot as
well and studied it. It seemed rooted in space, relative to them,
and was as hard as metal. He kicked it, fruitlessly, more out of
frustration than hope of success.

Behind them the whiteness started to dim,
and smoky trails started to appear. None of them noticed. The smoke
coalesced into the start of objects. The beginning of the thought
of a tree here, the slightest notion of a rock there.

Meanwhile, the three friends tried to break
through, to escape what they had found themselves in. Finally
Wereberry had a foolish thought. He moved around to the spot's
other side.

His hand sunk into it easily. Laughing
without sound, he waved at the other two furiously until they
joined him. He showed them what he had found. They had been hitting
the wrong end of the spot. The back of it. Whereas the front, which
they now faced, was empty and open.

They had started to go through the hole when
Ra noticed what grew around them. Now in front of them, the smoking
shapes were quite readily visible. All three friends stopped to
stare. Trees came into view. Some rocks were almost completely
formed.

Grass and sky had just started to take shape
out of the thick, milky smoke. They were, as yet, just guesses
toward blue and green, but somehow all three travelers knew what
the colors would become.

Ra pointed and started to let go of the
spot, the hole. Were' shook his head and tried to tug Ra back. T.C.
joined him. Together they caught Choco-Ra's legs and reeled him
in.

Wereberry tried to speak, but still no sound
came out. He wanted to explain, to shout. He couldn't. Left with no
good way of communicating higher ideas, Wereberry found himself
just shoving Ra toward the hole.

Ra fought for a while, trying to explore
instead of escape. T.C. kept shaking his head, pointing at the
hole.

The milky smoke grew thicker. Wereberry
considered his options. He couldn't very well leave Ra here.
Forcing Ra through the hole wasn’t going so well either. And who
knew, he thought, how long the hole would even stay open.

They might just be getting lucky, and that
had to be taken advantage of. He tugged Ra's leg again. T.C. joined
in, tugging the other one. Ra nodded and moved toward the hole with
them.

They went through together, finding the hole
just wide enough to accept them all side by side. A burst of color,
smell, and sound flooded their senses as they entered the hole.

Behind them the milky gray smoke dispersed
as slowly as it had formed.
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PART TWO – Petty in Pink

 


 


"We would often be sorry if our wishes were
gratified."

-Aesop

 


 


 



1 A Landing You Can Walk Away From

 


Somewhere far overhead, a bird chirped. It
was a blue bird, and it sang clear and loud as it flapped through
the air. It soared, occasionally watching the land below it. The
hard brown perch of a tree branch tempted the bird down from the
sky. It landed softly, tucking its wings in close to its body. The
bird stepped from side to side a little, finding the perfect spot
to watch the world from.

A flash of bright white light appeared out
of nowhere, close to the soft green grass on the ground. The bird
startled and flapped hard, lifting off. It had time to see three
bodies fall out of the white flash of light before it faced the sky
and resumed chasing clouds.

Clouds were the first thing Wereberry saw.
He lay on his back and watched them drift lazily overhead. Having a
world around him was a pleasant change. Wereberry rolled on his
side and saw T.C. and Choco-Ra on the ground right next to him.
They both seemed just as content to lie still for a moment.

After a time, the three friends stood and
looked around them. The world seemed pristine, from the strong
trees to the blue sky. It wasn't, obviously, paradise, but it could
probably draw you a map and not be far off.

"What the hell were you thinking?" Were'
asked Ra, breaking the serene silence.

"What do you mean?" Ra countered.

"Remember that big white... whatever it was
that we were just lost in? That? Why were you trying to stay?"

"It was changing around us!" Ra said
angrily, "and I wanted to find out what that was about."

"At whatever risk it incurred?" Were'
asked.

"Guys, maybe we should fight later," T.C.
said, shaking his head.

"No, he wants this out now," Ra said, "let's
have it out now. You," Ra jabbed a finger at Wereberry's chest,
"want to talk to me about untold risk? After you pushed us into the
void in the first place?"

"We agreed to go!" Wereberry protested.

"No, you decided and we, T.C. and I, were on
the fence. But you made up our minds for us."

"T.C.?" Ra asked.

"Well I was pretty sure we should go, but I
wasn't fully—"

"See? So, sure, I wanted to take a risk. No
bigger than the one you already tossed us into."

Wereberry turned and walked away from his
two friends. He was mad. He was frustrated. He couldn't see why Ra
didn't get that one risk was necessary and the other was
counter-productive to their goal. He was angrier still because Ra
was also right. He had meant well, but he had forced a choice on
them.

"Were'?" T.C. asked as Wereberry walked
away.

"I need time to think. I'll catch up with
you guys later," Were' said. He continued to walk away, not even
looking back.

"That's not good," T.C. said to Ra. "I
really think we should stick together. We just got here. We don't
know anything at all. I mean—"

"T.C.," Choco-Ra said patiently, "he'll be
back. Or he won't. We're here, so we might as well get adjusted to
it."

"We can't just abandon him," T.C.
insisted.

"He's leaving us, if you didn't notice.
Look, whatever, all right? You stay and wait for him. I'm going
this way."

Choco-Ra started to walk away in the
direction opposite the one that Wereberry had taken. He strode
purposefully, letting his anger show in every step. He had every
right to decide what they did, just as much right as Wereberry or
T.C. He had more, the way he figured it. Neither of them had ever
been a ruler. But no, that didn't matter, he fumed—they wanted to
have an equal say in everything. Directions picked at random with a
gloss of groupthink that really came down to who decided
fastest.

That wasn't quite right either, Ra knew, but
it felt right, and that would be good enough for now. To hell with
them both. They could catch up when they wanted to. But he could
find their missing person all by himself if need be. That would
show them. It would show them... something. It'd show them that he
had been the right person for the job all along and that they
shouldn't ever doubt it, that was it. That was it exactly. Or at
least, a nagging doubt chewed on Ra's consciousness, that was right
enough to justify himself just then.

T.C. stood and watched his friends walk away
from him. He knew he wasn't why they were leaving, but it still
hurt him. They had started this as a group, and after one bad wave
in the path they were ready to give up? He wanted to stomp his
foot. So he did. Then he did it again. Finally he sat down and
waited for a few minutes, hoping one of them would come back and be
ready to think rationally again.

When that didn't happen, T.C. waited another
while. The sun started to set. Hours had passed while T.C. sat and
waited. Feeling helpless, he started walking. He went in a straight
line from where he was, just walking off in the direction he
happened to be facing. Directionless was how he felt, and it was
how he acted.

The patch of grass the three travelers
landed on sat there, not caring that no one stood on it anymore. It
was once again an empty piece of land. Vacant.




2 Exploratory Measures

 


Wereberry stomped off alone into the woods.
The further he went, the less his anger mattered. A combination of
pride and not wanting to give Ra an excuse to act smug kept him
moving forward. He almost turned back a number of times but refused
the urge. He was pretty sure the other two were right behind him,
anyway.

The land dipped as he walked, leading him
down into a shallow valley. As he entered it he heard voices. They
were high pitched, but not painfully so, and they were singing.
They sounded happy. Were' found his pace quickening. The idea of a
group of people who were as happy as the sounds indicated excited
him.

The grass hill leveled out, opening up into
a small valley. Wereberry could smell water nearby, could hear the
burbling of the water against rock. The scent and sound made him
realize how thirsty he was, so he headed right for it. The singing
people would wait long enough for a drink of water, after all.

Cupping handfuls of water from the stream,
Were' slaked his thirst quickly and sat down along the bank of the
small stream to look around. There weren't very many trees in
sight. The few there were all looked to be oak. The grass was
short, as if mowed regularly. Plucking a blade free from the
ground, Wereberry noticed it didn't look cut. The grass appeared to
grow exactly as high as a well-cut lawn and then stop by itself,
content with the height it had achieved. Flowers sprouted up from
the ground in regular little patches. Nothing looked tended or
designed. It just all hung together in exactly the way someone
would plan a garden of this size. Little randomnesses leant the
land a natural air that it would have lacked otherwise. A rose in
the wildflower patch, a lilac sitting all alone by a rock; these
things made everything else make sense.

It wasn't designed then, just very, very
pretty. Were' could deal with very pretty. He preferred it, as a
matter of fact. The only thing that kept him from stretching out
and taking a nap right there by the stream was those happily
singing voices. They were still going at it, too. Wereberry stood
up, adjusting his bag, and started walking again.

He drew nearer to the voices, and as he did
he took in deep draughts of air. He smelled fresh-cut wood, the
smoke of a cooking fire, some sort of tomato-based food, animal
fur, and, of course, a lot of grass. The smell of food cooking was
too much for him and he felt his stomach protest. Sure, life might
not have been swell recently, really recently, but his stomach was
right: you couldn't go on without fresh food.

The voices grew louder, rising to a
crescendo in their song. Snatches of words came clearly to
Wereberry's ears. They were singing all about how great life was,
how much they looked forward to eating, and how wonderful their
valley was to live in.

Wereberry felt a pang of suspicion enter his
heart. They were almost too happy. No, Were' thought, that was Ra's
cynicism creeping in. Too much time spent with that old bandaged
grump had managed to get Wereberry doubting himself, he reasoned.
Just because people were happy, he thought, didn't mean that
something worse was at play. People could be honestly happy and
content. It wasn't the end of the world.

A voice sang out loudly, carrying across the
distance, "Hello, stranger!" Wereberry startled. How had they seen
him? He hurried up, loping across the grasslands to reach the
speaker as quick as possible. If they could see him, there was no
point in strolling up and delaying lunch or dinner any longer.

The path took a gentle turn, a slow curve
that Were' took almost without noticing it. When he came all the
way around it, however, he saw a clutch of short, stubby animals.
There were quite a few different species represented and none of
them seemed to repeat. There was a panda, an otter, a very
domestic-looking cat, a poodle, a giraffe, and a brown bear, all of
them standing around a very large cooking pot. Each one of them had
on different clothes, but visible on each was a wrist band. The
wrist bands were wide, sweatbands really, and each had a different
logo stitched on. Even from a distance the stitching was visible
and rough.

Each one of them waved, which is when
Wereberry became conscious of another fact: none of them had
fingers. Their hands all ended in rounded-off blunt stubs with no
digits attached. The hands bent in the middle, like mittens without
thumbs, and none of the people around the pot seemed in pain
because of it. But still, no fingers. Wereberry recoiled
internally, suppressing a shudder. How did they work zippers? Hold
forks? Survive?

Wereberry fought his small burst of sheer
revulsion and walked closer, giving a friendly wave, very conscious
of the fact that he had fingers. He hoped no one would break out
crying. None of them did.

"Hey there, I'm Wereberry," he said, giving
them a friendly smile to go along with the words.

"You're new," the panda remarked.

"Of course he's new, we haven't seen him
before so he must be new," the poodle said.

"Yeah, I'm uhhhh, I'm new," Wereberry said,
eyeing the pot hungrily, "and it's really nice to meet you all. So
uhhh, what's new then?"

"We were just about to have dinner," the
giraffe said, "did you want to join us? You look hungry."

"I am," Were' admitted. "Thanks."

"No problem," the giraffe said, "I'm Bernie.
That's Sam," he said, pointing at the panda.

"I'm Patricia," the cat said.

"Jennifer," said the bear.

"Kevin," the poodle said.

"Victor," the otter announced proudly.

"We're the founding members of," Bernie
said, pausing for effect, "The Fuzzticuffs!"

They waved vigorously and Wereberry looked
at the pot to avoid looking at their hands again. The stew boiled
and bubbled nicely and Wereberry felt saliva rush into his mouth.
He would, he decided right then, find a way to ask about their
fingers after dinner. He didn't want to spoil his meal, and he
didn't want to offend them and have them deny him a meal,
either.

They set to, pulling bowls and spoons out of
a hidden hutch near the pot. Initially, Wereberry refused to look
at them as they gathered their belongings to eat, but raw curiosity
overtook him. Their hands, he saw, bent deeply. They were like
prehensile tails, except that they were hands. Shaking his head at
the visual discrepancy, he took a bowl and spoon as they were
passed to him.

Both were hot from their proximity to the
cooking pot, and the heat was a welcome thing to Wereberry. He
gripped the spoon tightly, letting the warmth spill out into his
own skin. The bowl he gripped by the edge and waited.

Kevin grabbed up a ladle and started to
serve each of them in turn, pouring huge helpings of stew into
every bowl. The smells hit Wereberry even harder now that they were
right up close to his nose. He waited, though, holding back until
he saw what the prevailing niceties were.

There were none. As soon as the bowls were
full people started to eat, scooping spoonfuls of food into their
mouths, one after the other. They all ate like they hadn't eaten in
weeks. Wereberry felt at home. He devoured his meal as fast as the
others, licking stray drops from his muzzle as he went.

"So, what do you guys do around here?" he
asked the group as his spoon hit the bottom of his bowl for the
last time. He was full. He was contented. It was time, possibly,
for a nap. But first he thought he should get a feel for the lay of
the land.

"Whatever, really," Jennifer said, setting
her own bowl down.

"Sometimes we play tag, or go down to the
stream," added Victor.

"Hey, yeah how did you guys see me when I
was so far away still?" Were' asked.

"That was Sam. He loves sitting in trees,"
Bernie said.

"Right," Wereberry said, "so aside from
playing, what else goes on around here?"

"Not much, unless She needs us for
something," Sam said. He curled up on his side, nuzzling the ground
as he lay down. He sounded almost as sleepy as he looked.

"She?" Wereberry asked, "Who is she?"

"She's... wait, how do you not know?" Kevin
asked. Victor nodded in agreement.

"I'm new here, remember?"

"No, no, new here maybe," Victor said, "but
everyone in the world knows about Her. I mean, you can be new here
but you can't be new to the world."

"Yeah, actually I'm pretty sure I can,"
Wereberry said with a laugh, "since I am new to the world. Well,
this world at least."

"Impossible!" yelped Jennifer.

"Ridiculous!" echoed Patricia.

The rest joined in with cries of "absurd!"
and "really just silly!" Wereberry sat and shook his head. These
guys weren't stupid. However, if the shoe was on the other foot,
Were' told himself, wouldn't he have said the same thing a while
ago? Probably.

"No, you're right. I just say that to get a
rise out of people. But I did lose my memory a few days ago," he
said, thinking fast. "Horrible fruit picking accident."

"Ohhhh," they all went. Except Sam, who had
fallen asleep and was snoring softly.

"Yup, it was terrible, so remind me again?
Who is she?"

"The Princess! You forgot the whole story?"
Bernie asked.

"I guess I did. There's a Princess,
huh?"

"Yeah. She came to the land one day—"

"So if she," Wereberry interrupted, "could
come from a different land, why couldn't you buy that I did?"

"You're not a princess," Patricia said
haughtily, "duh?"

"Fair enough," Were' said. He wanted to
argue but he had gotten the memory story sold easily enough. Going
back now wouldn't win him friends.

"Anyway," Bernie continued, "She came to the
land one day and everyone was so in love with Her that they
realized She was the Princess. So they gave Her a castle."

"She has a castle?"

"Of course, that's where princesses live,"
Patricia cut in, "duh?"

"Right, again, so sorry. Continue."

"She is all in pink," Bernie said, "and She
haunts her castle day and night, decreeing things and protecting
the lands."

"She... haunts a castle?" Wereberry asked.
"And she has a thing for pink? And she... what's her name?"

"Princess," Kevin said, shaking his
head.

"I might know her!" Wereberry exclaimed,
throwing his arms up.

Victor and Bernie shot each other a quick
worried glance. They raised their arms and pointed their stump-like
hands at Wereberry. The wrist bands they each wore glowed brightly.
Beams of color shot out along their arms, starting at the bands.
The colors swirled, a rainbow of light, and splashed against
Wereberry, who sat down quickly.

"Whoa," he said sleepily, "what was
that?"

"You got a bit too excited there,
Wereberry," Victor said. "So we had to calm you down."

"With that light show?"

All of them, except Sam, who still snored,
leapt up happily and spoke as one, "You don't need fisticuffs when
you have Fuzzticuffs!"

"Huh?"

"Well, we like to play and have fun and all
that, but you can't get too excited, or angry," Patricia said, "but
if you do, well the Fuzzticuffs can help you calm down and take a
time-out."

"Is that what this is? I feel... well...
fuzzy."

"Exactly," Jennifer pointed out.

"Yeah," Wereberry said, stifling a yawn, "so
uhhh the Princess, she's your leader?"

"She's everyone's leader. She provides for
us," Kevin told Wereberry.

"It doesn't look," Wereberry said, glancing
around the area, "like she provides too well for you."

"Well, She is busy and there are only so
many things to be handed out. She needs a lot of them for Herself,
after all. But past that She takes care of us and we're fine."

"Oh, all right," Wereberry agreed quickly.
He felt very agreeable. Very.

"Yeah, our bands used to be shinier,"
Patricia said, "but they got worn. She didn't have to replace them
at all, right, but She did. And these are very colorful and
functional."

Wereberry nodded. The blast was wearing off
some; the time-out must not last too long, he figured, and he
started to wonder again. Still, he kept himself as calm as
possible. He felt no need to get blasted a second time.

So there was a Princess, and on the one hand
she sounded like she could be Cherrygiest, but on the other she
sounded kind of... petty. Could she even really be who they had all
been searching for? Why not?

Wereberry considered the concept. He tasted
it and chewed on it for a few minutes. The Fuzzticuffs took his
silence as right and natural after a double blast, so they let him
think and work things out. It could be her, he realized; there was
no reason why it really and truly couldn't be. Sure this princess
sounded a bit mean, but after she left her friends and no one came
for her, maybe she was lonely. And being lonely and left to her own
devices in a strange world where they made you royalty could turn
someone a bit strange. Sure, why not? It made up his mind.

"I need to go meet the Princess," he said,
nodding. He kept nodding his head, unsure of why he couldn't manage
to stop. The blast had lingered a bit more than he had originally
figured, he thought.

"Why?" Patricia asked, pondering the
demand.

"Well, if she is as nice as you say she is,
and I'm sure she is, then I want to meet her. Plus I think I knew
her before."

"Before your horrible fruit picking
accident?" Bernie asked.

"Yes, exactly that, before the fruit picking
accident. Horrible, I know. Still, I think I knew her and if that's
true, well then I have to get back and see her, don't I?" Wereberry
felt a small pang at the idea that he could be stringing them
along, but if he was right it was all going to be worth it.

"We can't just go to the castle," complained
Victor.

"Why not?"

"Well... I mean... if we don't need
anything...."

"We do, we all do; think about it, she'd
thank you if I'm right. And if I'm wrong, well, no harm done, you
just tried to help someone. Surely she'd appreciate that."

"I suppose," Victor agreed reluctantly.

"All right," Were' said, restraining himself
from showing too much excitement, "then can we go?"

"I suppose we can after all," Bernie said
with a smile, "but first we should nap and then have breakfast.
It's a long walk to the castle, after all. Plus we have to sing a
few songs and then we have to go with Sam to find some new leaves.
I heard he had an adventure in mind. But then we can go see the
Princess, sure."

"Couldn't we," tried Were', "manage the trip
sooner than later? Maybe after sleep and food, and singing can be
done along the way really, but the leaves could certainly wait,
couldn't they?"

They had to ponder that. Kevin woke Sam up
to let him in on everything he had missed. They left Wereberry
where he stood and wandered off a ways to talk it out. Wereberry
didn't listen in. He could've and he knew it, but he also knew
nothing he said would really affect their choice. All he could do
was hope they felt like helping him more than finding some new
leaves.

He also knew, in the pit of his gut, that
the leaves would win. Wereberry thought about Choco-Ra and T.C.
They hadn't followed him, at least not that he, or the Fuzzticuffs,
had noticed. Which meant they had gone off and left him. To be
fair, he had left them first, he knew. Still, they were off
somewhere else, doing other things.

He wondered what they were doing. He hoped
they were all right. He found that he resented them just a bit for
not being here with him. He was also sure that they felt the
same.

Sighing, Wereberry started to pace. He
missed them. He was sorry that he had blamed Ra for being Ra and
even sorrier that T.C. had gotten caught up in the middle. All he
could do now, he thought, was go forward and make it better
eventually. He could always find them, he reasoned. If the Princess
was Cherrygiest, well then they would have the power of her station
to help them search, and if not, he could and would do it
himself.

The Fuzzticuffs wandered back to join
Wereberry. He perked up as they drew near. He didn't want them to
see him down; he wasn't sure if down was as bad as up to them. He
also didn't want them to feel bad, no matter what they had decided.
Either way, they’d already agreed to help him; it was just a matter
of timing. He could wait if he had to.

"Well, we thought about it," Bernie
said.

"And we talked about it," Victor added.

"These new leaves are really cool," Sam said
happily, "you'll be glad we went and saw them. It'll be a good
adventure, and then we can go on to the next adventure."

"The Princess?" Wereberry said, hoping no
other adventure had occurred to them while they debated.

"The Princess," agreed Patricia. "We'll take
you to Her, and you can let Her know how much we helped."

"Of course I will," Wereberry said. He
smiled honestly. "And thank you guys for helping me."

"Why wouldn't we? We're the Fuzzticuffs,"
Bernie said seriously.

"Oh," Wereberry said, nodding, "there is
that, of course."

"Did you forget already?" Kevin asked. "Was
that fruit picking accident worse than maybe you think?"

"Oh, it was horrible," Wereberry said,
nodding.


3 Combing Through the Wreckage

 


T.C. walked away from where he and his
friends landed, feeling glum. Unsure of what else to do, he
wandered aimlessly. First a bit to the left, then a bit to the
right, taking a turn here and there for no reason at all. He didn't
care where his feet took him, so long as they took him.

It wasn't long before he could smell water.
He was, he admitted to himself, feeling parched and dry. Reclaiming
control of his meandering, T.C. headed directly for the water.

The lake was wide and cool. Grass grew right
up to the very edge of the bank, where it fought with vines and
creepers. Flowers sprouted here and there. Their colors made
everything brighter and T.C. smiled. He judged the depth of the
lake and then dove in headfirst.

Water engulfed his body, replenishing and
refreshing him. He pushed it through his gills in big gulps. T.C.
let himself sink to the bottom of the lake and looked up. Above
him, past the water, was clear sky, dotted by the occasional flying
thing.

In the lake itself, a few fish darted back
and forth. Some of them were curious enough that they overcame
their fear of the new and nosed up to him. T.C. grinned, watching
the fish peacefully. His hand shot out, bubbles rising from the
speed of the displaced water. When the hand returned to his side it
held a fish. He raised it to his mouth and snapped it up, eating it
quickly. The other fish still swam by, not seeming to notice that
their numbers had decreased by one.

After a while, T.C. felt a ripple from the
surface. He looked up and saw a tiny tongue lapping at the lake's
water. The shape of the head that the tongue belonged to didn't
really seem to go right. The head looked large and blocky, only in
miniature. A younger thing, T.C. thought, or maybe it was just how
the world worked here. He didn't know, but he wanted to find
out.

As he sat up, he realized that was a new
thought for him. Still, the last time he met someone that way it
had worked out for the best. T.C. thought of Growth, of how glad
he’d been for a new friend, and he smiled, his decision even firmer
than before. His legs bunched under him, webbed toes gripping the
silt of the lake's bottom, and pushed off.

He swam quickly to the surface, turning as
he went. He burst out of the water, breaking the waterline at speed
to get himself clear to the bank of the lake, far enough from the
thing drinking to be out of range of it, but close enough to talk
to it.

T.C. looked at the being near the water. The
first thing he noticed was that it wasn't alone. The second was
that it looked exactly like a miniature buffalo, except for the
bright primary- and neon-colored fur.

They all, the whole pack of miniature
buffalo, had different-colored fur. The colors didn't appear to
repeat, either. Not fully. While there was a bright red one and a
bright blue one, there was also a red and blue striped one, as well
as neon blue and neon red.

T.C. didn't gape. He didn't shout or laugh.
Instead, he raised one webbed hand and said, "Awwww, cute!" The
buffalo turned as one and gave him a huge, collective smile in
return.

"Hello!" squeaked the closest Buffalove, the
same one that had just been drinking. His fur was a full, rich
purple, and rumpled.

"Hi there," T.C. said, waving again. He
hadn't expected such a high-pitched voice, but to be fair, he
admitted to himself that had never run into multicolored miniature
buffalo either, so who was he to decide what they should sound
like?

The purple buffalo nodded and walked over to
T.C., showing no fear at all. In fact, none of them seemed to be
nervous or worried that a creature had just jumped out of their
lake and waved at them. They acted instead, T.C. thought, like this
happened every single day. And maybe it did; maybe they got a ton
of visitors through here, he said to himself. It made him wonder
if, by chance, the others were also here, having met the herd
already. They could be hanging out back at whatever buffalo village
existed, relaxing and having fun. It was, T.C. felt, entirely
possible.

"I'm T.C., just got into town, you know how
it is," T.C. babbled at them, "and I lost my friends. I was
wondering if maybe you've seen them?"

"No," said a brick-red buffalo, "no one like
you has come through here... ever, I think."

"They don't look like me," T.C. said
quickly.

"Well," said a lime-green buffalo, "no one
at all has been through here in quite some time."

"Oh," T.C. said. He sighed softly and
drummed his toes on the ground, wondering what to do next.

"Do you want to look for them anyway?" the
purple buffalo asked.

"But you said they weren't here," T.C.
pointed out warily.

"We could be wrong," the brick-red one
said.

"But... well, all right. Who are you, by
they way? Do you have names, maybe?"

"We have colors!" a few of them shouted at
once. "We're the Buffaloves!"

"The what-a-whats?" T.C. asked, pretty sure
he hadn't heard them right.

"The Buffaloves!"

"What's a Buffalove?" T.C. asked
reluctantly. He was fairly sure that there wouldn't be an answer
full of deep meaning, but it was always worth a shot.

"Us?" tried a sky-blue Buffalove.

"Well, I can't find fault with that, I
suppose," T.C. said, and he laughed. He liked these guys. They
might appear to be fairly simple, but T.C. had a sense that was
only because they were innocent, not stupid in any way. "So where
do you think my friends might be if they're here but you haven't
seen them?"

"Home?" guessed a purple-, green-, and
yellow-striped Buffalove.

"Your home?" T.C. started to revise his
thinking about their intelligence, but squashed that train of
thought.

"Well, we like it—maybe they do, too. Come
on!"

And so T.C. found himself walking along with
a herd of brightly colored Buffaloves. He used the time to question
the pack members nearest him. He found out that as a whole, they
didn't have proper names—they used their colors instead. It lead to
the occasional problem, they told him, when someone felt they were
blue-green instead of green-blue. Those two, particularly, always
got into trouble.

The Buffaloves told T.C. all about
themselves. Their numbers (the herd was over two hundred Buffaloves
at last count) and their love of being brushed and eating grass.
T.C understood the brushing. The Buffaloves had no way to hold a
brush, much less use one. Their fur showed it, too. Many of them
had tangles and mattes that didn't look happy at all. Sometimes
they tried to hold combs in their teeth and brush one another, but
it was never the same, and lots of places were very hard to
reach.

Still, they did what they could and were as
happy as possible, which was way happier than most people were on a
daily, weekly, or even monthly basis. Their life was simple and
they seemed to love everything and everyone that it included. T.C.
was still taken by their cuteness, as well. They came up to his
shoulder and as he walked, their huge, bushy, brightly colored
manes brushed against him. They tickled, unintentionally, and every
time the Buffaloves heard him laugh they laughed along with him,
not understanding what he was finding so funny and not caring,
either.

Eventually they came upon the Buffalove
village. Low, squat huts made of mud and brush dotted the area. In
the center of town sat a small pond, surrounded by bright green
grass. Buffaloves walked all around, greeting each other, rubbing
against one another, and occasionally try to brush each other.

T.C. poked around the village, sticking his
head into doors and looking for Wereberry and Choco-Ra. He knew
they weren't around, but he gave it a try anyway. The Buffaloves
were endlessly helpful, though no one had seen either friend of
T.C.'s. He didn't grow despondent, if only because he got exactly
what he had expected to get.

Later, he watched as two Buffaloves tried
brushing each other, combs held in their mouths. Neither one was
getting anywhere good with the work.

"Want some help?" he asked them.

"You want to brush us?" one of the
Buffaloves, an orange and yellow one, asked him, dropping his
comb.

"Sure," T.C. said, and bent to pick up the
comb. After he worked through the tangles of orange and yellow he
worked on the other one, who waited patiently. That one, a black
and green Buffalove, squealed with joy as T.C. worked. Soon, other
Buffaloves heard about T.C.'s willingness to help and his deft work
with a comb. He spent the rest of the night brushing Buffaloves
right in the center of the village.

The next morning T.C. woke up, in the center
of town, to find he had been resting against some Buffaloves. They
slept on, leaning against each other, but T.C. got up and wandered
around. He spotted the purple Buffalove again, his first new
friend, and headed for him.

"I meant to ask," the purple Buffalove said
happily as T.C. drew near, "where are you from, anyway? We've never
seen a creature like you before."

"I'm from another world," T.C. told him
plainly. "It's a whole different place. I came here with my two
friends and we... got separated."

"I bet the Princess can find them for you,"
the Buffalove said. He pawed the ground with excitement.

"The Princess?" asked T.C.

"Yeah, She's wonderful! She likes to brush
us. We don't all go at once, but sometimes She'll send for a small
group to go to Her castle. And we'll sit there all day and be
brushed and played with. She's even put bows in our hair before!
Bows!"

"Wow, bows are pretty special, huh?" T.C.
said, nodding. "She sounds like a nice woman, your Princess."

"She is, and She's not a Buffalove, of
course, but She had Her friends come and help us build this
village. We're not too good at building," the purple one said. He
laughed, throwing his head back.

"That was really nice of her. And you think
she could help me?" T.C. didn't want to get his hopes up, but he
had to admit this Princess sounded too good to be true. And yet the
Buffaloves seemed to, well, love her. T.C. couldn't imagine them
loving someone who was unhelpful or horrible to them.

"She helped us, right? So She can help you,
too. We can take you to Her," the Buffalove offered, "and tell Her
you're a Buffalove, so She can help you like She does us."

"I don't," T.C. said, glancing at himself,
"look anything like a Buffalove."

"You brushed us, all night, even though you
didn't have to. And you like us. And you're nice. So maybe," the
purple Buffalove said, growing more serious, "you aren't a
Buffalove in the strictest sense, but you're one of us as far as
we're concerned."

T.C. took a deep breath and then smiled
wide. He liked these guys, all of them, from their tiny horns to
their bushy legs. Each one, of every color, was just plain nice. It
was refreshing and pure. T.C. found that he wasn't sure how he
could find his friends, continue looking for Cherrygiest, and leave
the Buffaloves behind. He knew he couldn't take them, and that they
would offer to go if he asked, regardless, but it wasn't their
trip. Still, he didn't know how he would leave them.

"All right," T.C. agreed, "we'll go and you
can introduce me. But if she doesn't want to help me, then that's
her issue. Don't make it a thing for yourselves. Deal?"

The Buffalove nodded. He turned to leave,
without another word. T.C. sat there, unsure as to what would
happen next. He decided he would find that out when it happened,
and went to go try to nap a while longer.

T.C. woke up to a clutch of Buffaloves
surrounding him. Some of them he knew, but a few were new to him.
They stood around him peacefully, watching him without word or
expectation. As he woke up, and startled slightly, they kept
watching him, waiting. T.C. couldn't work out what they were
waiting for at first, but he stretched, yawned, and thought about
it as he stood up.

As soon as he did, they smiled and gave him
a round of good mornings and hellos. He laughed and helloed each of
them in turn.
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