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Ab s t r a c t 	
  

I 	
   l o v e 	
   t o 	
   t a k e 	
   i n 	
   a n d 	
   c r e a t e 	
   p l a y f u l 	
   f a n t a s y , 	
   t a l e s 	
   s e t 	
   i n 	
   w i l d 	
  
a n d 	
   f a n t a s t i c 	
   w o r l d s 	
   p e o p l e d 	
   b y 	
   w i l d 	
   a n d 	
   f a n t a s t i c 	
  
c h a r a c t e r s 	
   – 	
   d r a g o n s 	
   a n d 	
   d i n o s a u r s , 	
   k n i g h t s 	
   a n d 	
   r o b o t s , 	
  
s t a r s 	
   a n d 	
   p e n g u i n s . 	
  M y 	
   n o v e l l a 	
   i s 	
   t h e 	
   s t o r y 	
   o f 	
   a 	
   q u e s t 	
   s e t 	
   i n 	
  
a 	
   c o l o u r f u l 	
   a n d 	
   w o n d r o u s 	
   f a n t a s y 	
   u n i v e r s e . 	
   A l o n g 	
   t h e 	
  
j o u r n e y ’ s 	
   t umu l t u o u s 	
   t r a j e c t o r y 	
   f a n t a s y 	
   t r o p e s 	
   a n d 	
   p r o t o c o l s
a r e 	
   e n c o u n t e r e d , 	
   s u b v e r t e d , 	
   t e a s e d 	
   a t , 	
   a p p r o p r i a t e d , 	
   a n d 	
  
r e n o v a t e d , 	
   i n 	
   o r d e r 	
   t o 	
   c r e a t e 	
   s ome t h i n g 	
   b o t h 	
   o r i g i n a l 	
   a n d 	
  
f am i l i a r 	
   a l l 	
   a t 	
   o n c e . 	
   	
   I 	
   am 	
   h a p p y 	
   t o 	
   a c k n ow l e d g e 	
   a n d 	
   s a l u t e 	
  
t h e 	
   i n f l u e n c e s 	
   o f 	
   T e r r y 	
   P r a t c h e t t , 	
   D o u g l a s 	
   A d am s , 	
  W a l t e r 	
  
M o e r s 	
   a n d 	
  M a n u e l a 	
   D r a e g e r . 	
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“Why 	
  do 	
   you 	
   go 	
   away? 	
   So 	
   tha t 	
   you 	
   can 	
   come 	
  back . 	
   So 	
   tha t 	
   you 	
  
can 	
   see 	
   the 	
  p l a ce 	
   you 	
   came 	
   f rom	
  w i th 	
  new 	
  eyes 	
   and 	
  ex t ra 	
  
co lou r s . 	
  And 	
   the 	
  peop le 	
   the re 	
   see 	
   you 	
  d i f f e ren t l y , 	
   t oo . 	
   Coming 	
  
back 	
   to 	
  where 	
   you 	
   s t a r ted 	
   i s 	
   no t 	
   the 	
   same 	
  a s 	
  neve r 	
   l eav ing . ” 	
  

― 	
  Te r ry 	
  P ra t che t t , 	
  A 	
  Hat 	
   Fu l l 	
   o f 	
   S ky 	
   ( 2007 , 	
   page 	
  352 ) 	
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PROLOGUE	
  -­‐ 	
  DUSK 	
  

The	
  Fury	
  Sea	
   is 	
  composed	
  of 	
  dark	
  water 	
  that 	
  tests 	
   the	
  colour	
  
spectrum’s	
  boundaries 	
  between	
  black	
  and	
  blue. 	
  The	
  Fury	
  Sea	
   is 	
   fast 	
  
and	
  wi ld	
  and	
  choppy. 	
  The	
  Fury	
  Sea	
   is 	
   fu l l 	
  of 	
  strange	
  creatures, 	
  some	
  
of 	
  which	
  seem	
  too	
  transparent 	
  whi le 	
  others 	
  are	
  quickly 	
  considered	
  
not 	
  transparent 	
  enough. 	
  

Hidden	
  amongst 	
  these	
  strange	
  creatures	
  of 	
   the	
  Fury	
  Sea, 	
  nest led	
  
between	
  the	
  crests 	
  of 	
   ta l l 	
  waves, 	
   is 	
  an	
   is land	
  cal led	
  Nonsolus. 	
   	
  A	
  thin	
  
r ing	
  of 	
  calm	
  turquoise	
  water 	
  shields 	
  Nonsolus	
   from	
  the	
  wi ldness	
  that 	
  
surrounds	
   i t . 	
  The	
   is land	
   is 	
   the	
  only 	
  s izeable	
  body	
  of 	
   land	
  adri ft 	
   in 	
  The	
  
Fury	
  Sea, 	
  so	
  natural ly 	
   i t 	
   i s 	
   recognised	
  as 	
   ‘ the	
  world’ 	
  by	
  the	
  people	
  
who	
   l ive	
  on	
   i t . 	
   	
  

In 	
  this 	
  world	
  of 	
  Nonsolus, 	
  which	
   is 	
  a lso	
  an	
   is land, 	
  and	
  also	
  a 	
  
country, 	
  people	
  keep	
  away	
  from	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea	
  as 	
  much	
  as 	
  they	
  can. 	
  
They	
  cal l 	
   the	
  tame	
  shal lows	
  of 	
   the	
  coast 	
   the	
  Ring	
  of 	
  Water. 	
   In 	
  the	
  
Ring	
  of 	
  Water 	
  the	
  f ish	
  don’t 	
  have	
  spikes	
  and	
  can’t 	
  unhinge	
  their 	
  
jaws, 	
   they	
  are	
  proper	
   f ish	
  that 	
  are	
  blue	
  and	
  s i lvery	
  and	
  edible. 	
   In 	
  the	
  
Ring	
  of 	
  Water 	
   i t 	
   i s 	
  poss ible 	
  to	
  swim	
  and	
  sai l 	
  and	
  rest 	
  on	
   l i los 	
  to	
  soak	
  
up	
  the	
  sun. 	
  L i los 	
  have	
  never	
  been	
   in 	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea	
   in 	
  the	
  same	
  way	
  
that 	
  guppies 	
  are	
  not 	
  released	
   into	
  shark	
  tanks. 	
  Taking	
  a 	
  dip	
   in 	
  the	
  
Ring	
  of 	
  Water 	
  and	
  going	
  out 	
   in 	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea	
  could	
  be	
  compared	
  to	
  
the	
  di f ference	
  between	
  strol l ing	
  up	
  a	
  mi ld	
  s lope	
  to	
  pick	
  up	
  a	
  packet 	
  
of 	
  chips 	
  at 	
   the	
  café	
  on	
  the	
  corner, 	
  and	
  c l imbing	
  a 	
  monstrous	
  
mountain. 	
   	
  

The	
  Ring	
  of 	
  Water 	
   is 	
   thickest 	
  at 	
   the	
   is land’s 	
  South	
  and	
  thinnest 	
  at 	
  
i ts 	
  North	
  where	
   i t ’s 	
  v irtual ly 	
  non-­‐existent. 	
  The	
  North	
  has	
   long	
  been	
  
deemed	
  a	
  strange, 	
  uncomfortable	
  place	
  due	
  to	
  the	
  nearness 	
  of 	
   the	
  
deep	
  dark	
  water, 	
  as 	
   i f 	
   the	
  Fury	
  Sea’s 	
  strangeness	
  has	
  somehow	
  
seeped	
   into	
  the	
   land	
   i tsel f . 	
  And	
  at 	
   the	
  most 	
  Northern	
  point 	
  of 	
  
Nonsolus’s 	
  North	
  rests 	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End. 	
   	
  

Night 	
   in 	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End	
   is 	
  darker 	
  and	
   i ts 	
  stars 	
  are	
  br ighter. 	
  The	
  sky	
   is 	
  
so	
  c lear 	
  that 	
   i t 	
   reaches	
  a 	
  k ind	
  of 	
  complexity 	
   far 	
  beyond	
  the	
  
tradit ional 	
  b lack	
  stretch	
  spotted	
  with	
   lonely 	
   l ights. 	
  The	
  stars 	
  are	
  so	
  
abundant	
  up	
  North	
  they	
  appear	
  to	
  be	
  a 	
  sparkl ing	
  spatter 	
  radiat ing	
  
l ike	
  celest ia l 	
   f roth	
   in 	
  the	
   immense	
  current 	
  of 	
   inf in ity. 	
  Shades	
  of 	
  dark	
  
blue, 	
  of 	
  myster ious	
  purple	
  and	
  unknowable	
  green, 	
  swir l 	
  and	
  col l ide	
  
across 	
  the	
  animated	
  canvas	
  of 	
   the	
  night. 	
   	
  

On	
  this 	
  part icular 	
  night, 	
  under	
   i t 	
  a l l , 	
  Dusk	
  Culustro	
  s i ts 	
  on	
  his 	
  
veranda. 	
  He	
  wears 	
  the	
  type	
  of 	
  wide	
  br immed	
  hat 	
  that 	
  would	
  make	
  
anyone	
  younger	
   look	
  r id iculous, 	
  but 	
  which	
   is 	
  s imply	
  charming	
  on	
  him. 	
  
White	
   locks	
  tumble	
  down	
  his 	
   forehead	
  and	
  part 	
  where	
  a	
  telescope	
   is 	
  
pressed	
  against 	
  his 	
  eye. 	
   	
  

Dusk	
  has	
  reached	
  the	
  age	
  where	
  he	
  understands	
  how	
  far 	
  away	
  the	
  
stars 	
  are, 	
  but 	
   feels 	
  c loser 	
  to	
  them	
  al l 	
   the	
  same. 	
  His 	
  eyes	
  seem	
  faded	
  
by	
  the	
  amount	
  they	
  have	
  seen, 	
  but 	
  they	
  glow	
  with	
  how	
  much	
  he	
  has	
  
enjoyed	
   i t 	
  a l l . 	
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As	
  his 	
  gaze	
  pans	
  over 	
  the	
  night, 	
  he	
  passes	
  the	
  emerald	
   f i re 	
  of 	
   the	
  
Mantis 	
  Nebula, 	
  s l ips 	
  across 	
  the	
  pulsat ing	
  channels 	
  of 	
   the	
  Porpoise	
  
Constel lat ion	
  and	
  curves	
  s lowly	
  around	
  a	
   f iery	
  halo	
  crowning	
  a 	
  
distant 	
  mountain	
  range. 	
  The	
   journey	
   isn’t 	
  as 	
  smooth	
  as 	
   i t 	
  used	
  to	
  be: 	
  
h is 	
   trembl ing	
  hands	
  refuse	
  to	
  stay	
  steady, 	
  shiver ing	
   in 	
  tune	
  with	
  the	
  
shimmers	
  of 	
   the	
  sea. 	
  

Then	
  Dusk’s 	
  bushy	
  eyebrows	
  spr ing	
  to	
  meet	
  his 	
  hat 	
  and	
  his 	
   l ips 	
  
cur l 	
   in 	
  a 	
  sat isf ied	
  smi le 	
  as 	
  he	
  f inal ly 	
  spots 	
  what	
  he’s 	
  been	
   looking	
  
for. 	
  Dusk’s 	
  smi le 	
   is 	
  contagious. 	
  A	
  subt le	
  twist 	
  of 	
   the	
   left 	
  corner	
  of 	
  h is 	
  
l ip 	
   that 	
  shi fts 	
  h is 	
  wizardly 	
  moustache	
   lopsided. 	
  His 	
  breath	
  puffs 	
  out 	
  
in 	
  steamy	
  wisps, 	
  a 	
  consequence	
  of 	
   the	
  northern	
  evening	
   ignoring	
  the	
  
fact 	
   that 	
  spr ing	
   is 	
  supposed	
  to	
  have	
  started. 	
  

Dusk	
  takes	
  out 	
  a 	
  smal l 	
   fat 	
  envelope	
  from	
  his 	
  pocket 	
  and	
  places	
   i t 	
  
on	
  the	
  veranda	
  table. 	
  He	
  col lapses	
  his 	
   te lescope	
  and	
  takes	
  one	
  f inal 	
  
look	
  at 	
   the	
  universe: 	
  at 	
   the	
  night, 	
   the	
  stars , 	
   the	
  mountains 	
  and	
  the	
  
Fury	
  Sea. 	
  Dusk	
  smi les 	
  the	
  goodbye	
  of 	
  old	
   fr iends	
  and	
  wanders 	
   ins ide, 	
  
humming	
  to	
  himself . 	
   	
  

In 	
  the	
  morning	
  Dusk	
   is 	
  gone. 	
  And	
  so	
   is 	
   the	
  envelope. 	
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1. 	
  

	
  LEAF’S	
  END	
  

Str ipe	
  Culustro	
  was	
  14	
  and	
   l ike	
  most 	
  14-­‐year-­‐olds 	
  there	
  was	
  a 	
   lot 	
  he	
  
could	
  do, 	
  and	
  a	
   lot 	
  he	
  could	
  not. 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  sk ip	
  stones	
  across 	
   lakes	
  
fa ir ly 	
  wel l , 	
  but 	
  could	
  not 	
  make	
  pasta	
  without	
  chal lenging	
  people’s 	
  
def init ions	
  of 	
  what	
  was	
  edible. 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  name	
  any	
  type	
  of 	
  E lectr ic 	
  
Bicycle 	
   (the	
  second	
  most 	
  popular 	
  vehic le 	
  on	
  Nonsolus) 	
   instant ly , 	
  but 	
  
struggled	
  to	
  do	
   laundry	
  without 	
  making	
  his 	
  c lothing	
  turn	
   into	
  brand	
  
new	
  psychedel ic 	
  colours 	
  and	
  shr ink	
  to	
   impress ively 	
  smal l 	
  s izes. 	
  Str ipe	
  
had	
  a	
  mind	
  that 	
  could	
  generate	
  complex	
  quest ions	
  about	
  the	
  nature	
  
and	
  state	
  of 	
   the	
  universe, 	
  but 	
  could	
  successful ly 	
  shut 	
  down	
   its 	
  
process ing	
  core	
   i f 	
  h is 	
  mom	
  attempted	
  to	
  teach	
  him	
  about	
  the	
  v irtues	
  
of 	
  making	
  his 	
  bed	
   in 	
  the	
  morning. 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  not 	
  afraid	
  of 	
  snakes	
  or 	
  
scorpions, 	
  but 	
  moderately 	
  terr i f ied	
  by	
  g ir ls . 	
  

R ight 	
  now	
  there	
  was	
  something	
  Str ipe	
  Culustro	
  could	
  do	
   just 	
  as 	
  
wel l 	
  as 	
  anyone	
  else	
  and	
  that 	
  was	
  miss 	
  his 	
  grandfather. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  a 	
   f ierce	
  
miss ing. 	
  A	
  miss ing	
  that 	
   l ingered	
   in 	
  objects 	
  and	
  whispered	
  constant ly , 	
  
day	
  and	
  night, 	
  a 	
  miss ing	
  that 	
  could	
  even	
  take	
  the	
  sweetness 	
  out 	
  of 	
  
Str ipe’s 	
  evening	
  hot 	
  chocolate. 	
   	
   I t 	
  had	
  been	
  two	
  days	
  s ince	
  the	
  phone	
  
rang	
  during	
  breakfast 	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  seen	
  his 	
  Dad	
  crumple	
   into	
  a 	
  
chair 	
  and	
  def late	
  a 	
   l i t t le 	
  more	
  with	
  each	
  garbled	
  syl lable	
   from	
  the	
  
other	
  end	
  of 	
   the	
   l ine. 	
   I t 	
  had	
  never	
  direct ly 	
  occurred	
  to	
  Str ipe	
  that 	
  his 	
  
parents 	
  were	
  capable	
  of 	
  cry ing, 	
  so	
  seeing	
  his 	
  Dad’s 	
  eyes	
  turn	
  red	
  and	
  
his 	
   throat 	
  shake	
  and	
  his 	
  eyebrows	
  crash	
  together	
  as 	
   i f 	
   they	
  were	
  
try ing	
  to	
  hug	
  each	
  other	
  had	
  terr i f ied	
  him. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
   leaned	
  against 	
   the	
  car 	
  window	
  and	
  played	
  the	
  universal 	
  
games	
  of 	
   travel 	
   in 	
  his 	
  head	
  whi le 	
  Wednesday	
  afternoon	
  rushed	
  past 	
  
him. 	
  He	
  turned	
  raindrops	
   into	
  racing	
  comets	
  or 	
   focused	
  on	
  the	
  gaps	
  
between	
  the	
  echelons	
  of 	
   l ined	
  pines	
  whirr ing	
  past 	
   in 	
  the	
  mist , 	
  unt i l 	
  
the	
  trees	
  became	
  fuzzy	
  blurs 	
  and	
  only 	
  the	
  gaps	
  were	
  crystal 	
  c lear. 	
   	
  
But 	
  these	
  were	
  surface	
  distract ions, 	
  scum	
  and	
  bubbles 	
  bobbl ing	
  
above	
  the	
  cold	
  undercurrent 	
  of 	
  gr ief 	
   that 	
  he	
  felt . 	
  The	
  whole	
  
northward	
   journey	
  to	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End	
  was	
  coded	
   in 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  memory. 	
   I t 	
  
was	
  not 	
   just 	
  a 	
   journey	
  to	
  his 	
  grandparents’ 	
  home,	
  but 	
  the	
   journey	
  
into	
  summer, 	
   the	
  one	
  his 	
   fami ly 	
  set 	
  off 	
  on	
  every	
  year 	
  as 	
  soon	
  as 	
  
school 	
  had	
  c losed. 	
  Each	
  s ignpost 	
  and	
  br idge	
  and	
  roadside	
  cafe	
  had	
  
been	
  seen	
  by	
  a 	
  growing	
  ser ies 	
  of 	
  younger	
  Str ipes	
  each	
  on	
  their 	
  way	
  
to	
  their 	
   respect ive	
  summers. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  thought	
  about	
  the	
  things	
  the	
  previous	
  Str ipes	
  had	
  done	
  with	
  
his 	
  grandfather	
  who	
  had	
  always	
   felt 	
   the	
  same, 	
  ancient 	
  and	
  
unchanging	
   just 	
   l ike	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End. 	
  Each	
  summer	
  was	
  part 	
  of 	
  an	
  
unchal lenged	
  pocket 	
  of 	
  youth	
  that 	
  nest led	
   in 	
  the	
  folds 	
  of 	
   this 	
  v is i t 	
  
l ike	
  a 	
  Labrador	
   in 	
  a 	
  k ing	
  s ized	
  bed. 	
  This 	
  part icular 	
  dr ive	
  was	
  shift ing	
  
everything, 	
  a 	
  crease	
  disrupt ing	
  the	
  pattern	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   l i fe. 	
  He	
  had	
  
left 	
  school 	
  a 	
  week	
  ear ly 	
  and	
  he	
  st i l l 	
  had	
  a	
  term	
  after 	
   the	
  upcoming	
  
break	
  before	
  his 	
  end	
  of 	
  year 	
  hol iday. 	
  As 	
  the	
  scenery	
   f l i t ted	
  past 	
   i t 	
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was	
  al l 	
  st i l l 	
   shaded	
  by	
  the	
  faded	
  winter, 	
   the	
  trees	
  didn’t 	
  g ive	
  off 	
   that 	
  
r ipe	
  feel ing	
  of 	
  greenness	
  that 	
  Str ipe	
   loved	
  so	
  much. 	
  

	
  The	
  dr ive	
  was	
  a 	
  substant ia l 	
  one	
  that 	
  demanded	
  cross ing	
   four	
  of 	
  
Nonsolus’s 	
   f ive	
  provinces, 	
   leaving	
  out 	
  only 	
  the	
  pol i t ical 	
  capital 	
  of 	
  
Imprium	
  on	
  the	
  west 	
  coast . 	
   I t 	
  started	
  by	
  heading	
  out 	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  
home	
   in	
  southern	
  Bisquite	
  and	
  fol lowing	
  the	
  coast 	
  up	
   into	
  the	
  
eastern	
  province	
  of 	
  Glengal is , 	
   famed	
  for 	
   i t ’s 	
   ra iny	
  temperament, 	
  
l ightning	
  farms	
  and	
  wool ly 	
  yaks. 	
  After 	
  an	
  overnight 	
  stop	
   in 	
  Glengal is 	
  
the	
   journey	
  went	
  on	
   into	
  the	
  northern	
  parts 	
  of 	
   the	
  central 	
  province	
  
of 	
  Yodel , 	
  which	
  was	
  most ly 	
   farmland. 	
  After 	
   leaving	
  Yodel 	
   the	
  dr ive	
  
worked	
   i ts 	
  way	
   into	
  the	
  f i f th	
  province	
  of 	
  Nonsolus, 	
  Nornth. 	
   In 	
  Nornth	
  
the	
  bui ld ings	
  began	
  to	
  spread	
  further	
  apart 	
  quite	
  dramatical ly 	
  and	
  
the	
  trees	
  grew	
  tal ler 	
  and	
  the	
  nights 	
  became	
  colder. 	
  Beyond	
  the	
  
centre	
  of 	
  Nornth	
  al l 	
   the	
  way	
  up	
  to	
  the	
   lonely 	
  coast l ine	
  that 	
  stood	
  
against 	
   the	
  darkness	
  of 	
   the	
  Furry	
  Sea, 	
  at 	
   the	
  very	
  end	
  of 	
  Nonsolus, 	
  
lay 	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   l i teral ly 	
  a 	
  dr ive	
  across 	
  the	
  whole	
  of 	
  Nonsolus. 	
   	
  

	
  
Ï 

	
  
	
  

Str ipe’s 	
  attempts	
  to	
  distract 	
  himself 	
  with	
  the	
   landscape	
  eventual ly 	
  
subsided. 	
  A	
  month	
  ago	
  he	
  had	
  had	
  to	
  draw	
  a	
  map	
  of 	
  Nonsolus	
   in 	
  
geography	
  and	
  the	
  exercise	
  had	
  made	
  him	
  think	
  of 	
  h is 	
  grandparents 	
  
and	
  begin	
  to	
  daydream	
  about	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End. 	
  The	
  distance	
  between	
  
Str ipe	
  and	
  Dusk	
  had	
  made	
  the	
  whole	
  of 	
  Nonsolus	
  become	
  a	
  part 	
  of 	
  
their 	
   re lat ionship. 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  become	
  so	
  distracted	
  whi le 	
  drawing	
  his 	
  
map	
  that 	
   i t 	
  came	
  out	
   lacking	
  any	
  respectable	
  standard	
  of 	
  neatness. 	
  
His 	
   teacher	
  had	
  advised	
  him	
  to	
  pay	
  more	
  respect 	
  to	
  his 	
  map, 	
  as 	
   i f 	
   i t 	
  
was	
  some	
  kind	
  of 	
   l iv ing	
  thing	
  he’d	
   let 	
  down. 	
  Str ipe	
  s ighed. 	
  There	
  was	
  
no	
  refuge	
  for 	
  him	
   in	
  the	
  pass ing	
  world	
  outs ide. 	
  T ime	
  to	
  think	
  about	
  
something	
  else. 	
  Str ipe	
  wondered	
  what	
  his 	
   fr iends	
  would	
  be	
  doing	
  
now	
  that 	
  the	
  school 	
  day	
  was	
  over. 	
  Most 	
   l ikely 	
  gett ing	
  ready	
  for 	
  
Saturday’s 	
  ruckus. 	
   	
  

Ruckus	
   is 	
  p layed	
  by	
  two	
  teams	
  of 	
  13	
  on	
  a	
   large	
  f ie ld. 	
  Ruckus	
   f ie lds 	
  
do	
  not 	
  have	
  to	
  be	
  a 	
  uniform	
  shape, 	
  or 	
   f lat , 	
  or 	
  even	
  free	
  of 	
  p lant 	
   l i fe, 	
  
or 	
  benches, 	
  or 	
  other	
  obstacles 	
  – 	
  this 	
  helps 	
  make	
  each	
  game	
  fresh	
  
because	
  of 	
  how	
  var iable	
  the	
  environments	
  can	
  be. 	
  There’s 	
  nothing	
  
l ike	
  someone	
  running	
   into	
  a 	
  tree	
  or 	
   fa l l ing	
  backwards	
  over 	
  a 	
  s lope	
  at 	
  
a 	
  crucia l 	
  moment	
  to	
  make	
  a	
  game	
  excit ing. 	
  Ruckus	
   involves	
  a 	
  s l inger, 	
  
who	
   is 	
   tasked	
  with	
  using	
  a 	
  s l ingshot	
  to	
   f i re 	
  a 	
  bal l 	
  down	
  the	
  pitch	
  to	
  
their 	
   team’s	
  shielder. 	
  The	
  shielder, 	
  as 	
  the	
  name	
  might 	
  suggest, 	
  
wields 	
  a 	
   large	
  shield	
  and	
  earns	
  points 	
  every	
  t ime	
  the	
  bal l 	
  comes	
   into	
  
contact 	
  with	
   i t . 	
  Between	
  the	
  s l inger 	
  and	
  the	
  shielder 	
   is 	
   the	
  opposing	
  
team’s	
  swinger	
  who	
   is 	
  armed	
  with	
  a 	
   large	
  seige	
  weapon	
  of 	
  a 	
  racket. 	
  
The	
  swinger	
  must 	
   intercept 	
  the	
  s l inger’s 	
  shot 	
  and	
  whack	
  the	
  bal l 	
  out 	
  
into	
  the	
  f ie ld. 	
  The	
  f ie ld	
   is 	
  populated	
  by	
  the	
  s l inging	
  team’s 	
   f ie lders 	
  
and	
  swinging	
  team’s	
  ant i -­‐ f ie lders. 	
  These	
  two	
  sets 	
  of 	
  p layers 	
  spend	
  
the	
  game	
  crashing, 	
   tackl ing	
  and	
  chasing	
  each	
  other	
  after 	
  the	
  bal l . 	
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Apart 	
   from	
  the	
   intense	
  physical 	
  demands	
  of 	
  ruckus, 	
   the	
  game	
   is 	
  
laced	
  with	
  a 	
  strange	
  element	
  of 	
  debating	
  and	
  pol i t ical 	
  negotiat ion	
  
amongst 	
  teams. 	
  Anti -­‐ f ie lders 	
  or 	
   f ie lders 	
  who	
  catch	
  the	
  bal l 	
  are	
   in 	
  a 	
  
posit ion	
  to	
  swap	
  places	
  with	
  their 	
  on-­‐pitch	
  teammates. 	
  However	
  
each	
  team	
  is 	
  under	
  no	
  obl igat ion	
  to	
  divers i fy 	
  who	
   is 	
  p laying	
   in 	
  which	
  
posit ion. 	
  This 	
  opens	
  up	
  a	
   further	
   layer 	
  of 	
  conf l ict 	
  when	
  teams	
  and	
  
their 	
  egos	
  are	
   forced	
  to	
  openly 	
  argue	
  over 	
  their 	
  own	
  members’ 	
  sk i l l 	
  
sets 	
  as 	
  wel l 	
  as 	
  where	
  their 	
  personal 	
  abi l i t ies 	
   f i t 	
   into	
  the	
  equat ion. 	
  
Consequently 	
  ruckus	
   is 	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  few	
  sports 	
  where	
  f ights 	
  break	
  out 	
  
within 	
   teams	
  during 	
  p lay. 	
   	
  

As 	
  puzzl ing	
  as 	
  the	
  rules 	
  of 	
  ruckus	
  sound	
   in 	
  abstract , 	
   the	
  game	
   is 	
  
even	
  more	
  tumultuous	
   in 	
  pract ice. 	
   I t 	
   i s 	
  essentia l ly 	
  a 	
  blueprint 	
   for 	
  
chaos	
  and	
  an	
  excuse	
  to	
  hit 	
   things, 	
  shove	
  people, 	
   run	
  around	
  and	
  yel l 	
  
a 	
   lot . 	
   I t 	
   i s 	
  a 	
  very	
  popular 	
  sport . 	
  

Whi le 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  known	
  to	
  be	
  quick	
  on	
  his 	
   feet 	
  during	
  play, 	
  he	
  
shone	
  as 	
  a 	
  diplomat. 	
  He	
  was	
  natural ly 	
  good	
  at 	
  defusing	
  tensions	
  and	
  
negotiat ing	
  his 	
   team	
  into	
  cohesion. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  knew	
  his 	
  best 	
   fr iend	
  Quincy	
  would	
  be	
  at 	
   the	
  game. 	
  Quincy	
  
loved	
  ruckus, 	
  but 	
  he	
   ins isted	
  he	
  was	
  better 	
  at 	
  analys ing	
  the	
  sport 	
  
than	
  playing	
   i t . 	
  He	
  was	
  a 	
   large, 	
  easy-­‐going	
  boy	
  who	
   i f 	
  g iven	
  the	
  
chance	
  to	
  be	
  a 	
  shielder, 	
  could	
  mange	
  to	
  shove	
  any	
  swinger	
  off 	
   the	
  
pitch; 	
  however, 	
  he	
  tended	
  to	
  be	
  pretty 	
  pass ive, 	
  which	
  made	
  him	
  
unsuited	
  to	
  the	
  f ier iness 	
  of 	
   the	
  game. 	
  Though	
  he	
  didn’t 	
  partake, 	
  
Quincy	
  would	
  watch	
  every	
  match, 	
  g iv ing	
  feedback	
  to	
  Str ipe	
  which	
  
Str ipe	
  could	
  then	
  f i l ter 	
   through	
  to	
  his 	
   teammates. 	
   	
  

“ I t ’s 	
  what	
   I 	
  do, 	
  man,” 	
  Quincy	
  would	
  say	
  with	
  a 	
  shrug. 	
  
Str ipe	
  had	
  befr iended	
  Quincy, 	
  who	
  was	
  or ig inal ly 	
   from	
  Imprium,	
  

two	
  years 	
  ago	
  after 	
  Quincy	
  discovered	
  Str ipe	
  rout inely 	
  v is i ted	
  not 	
  
only 	
  Nornth, 	
  but 	
  a lso	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End. 	
  Quincy	
  had	
  approached	
  Str ipe	
  
wanting	
  to	
  know	
  i f 	
  he	
  had	
  ever 	
  seen	
  any	
  Vik ing	
  rel ics . 	
  Quincy	
  was	
  
fasc inated	
  with	
  conspiracy	
  theories 	
   inc luding	
  strange	
  bel iefs 	
   that 	
  
Nonsolus	
  had	
  or ig inal ly 	
  been	
  sett led	
  by	
  Vik ings	
  who	
  had	
   l ived	
   in 	
  a 	
  
forgotten	
  Northern	
   Is land	
  that 	
  the	
  government	
  kept 	
  hidden. 	
   	
  

“Why	
  would	
  the	
  government	
  keep	
  the	
   is land	
  hidden?”	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  
asked. 	
  

“Because	
  they	
  don’t 	
  want	
  us 	
  to	
  discover	
  the	
  Vik ing’s 	
  ancient 	
  
magic, 	
  man. 	
   I t ’s 	
  why	
  you	
  got 	
  a l l 	
   those	
  weird	
  foss i ls 	
  up	
  there	
  and	
  
stuff ,” 	
  Quincy	
  had	
  answered, 	
  half -­‐ser ious, 	
  hal f -­‐playful . 	
  “Scan	
  the	
  
beaches	
   for 	
  Vik ing	
  stuff , 	
  man. 	
  You	
  can’t 	
  d iscover	
  the	
  truth	
  unt i l 	
  
you—”	
  

“Look,” 	
  squealed	
  Str ipe’s 	
  younger	
  s ister 	
  F ispire	
  shaking	
  Str ipe	
  out 	
  
of 	
  h is 	
   recol lect ions. 	
  She	
   jerked	
  forward	
  excitedly 	
  point ing	
  ahead	
  and	
  
prompting	
  the	
  wi ld 	
  brown	
  mop	
  of 	
  her 	
  hair 	
   to	
   f lop	
   into	
  her 	
   face. 	
  She	
  
was	
  eleven	
  years 	
  old	
  and	
  a	
   lot 	
   l ike	
  her 	
  hair : 	
   incorr ig ible, 	
   f ree-­‐
spir i ted	
  and	
  charming. 	
  She	
  f l icked	
   i t 	
  out 	
  of 	
  her 	
  eyes	
  to	
  c lear 	
  her 	
  
v iew. 	
  A	
  smal l 	
  br ight 	
  object 	
  up	
   in 	
  the	
  sky	
  was	
  dr i ft ing	
  across 	
  the	
  
horizon, 	
   just 	
  v is ib le 	
   in 	
  the	
  upper	
  corner	
  of 	
   the	
  front 	
  window.	
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“Must	
  be	
  heading	
  our	
  way	
  for 	
  the	
  funeral ,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe’s 	
  mother	
  
E l len, 	
  g lancing	
  back	
  at 	
  Str ipe	
  and	
  F ispire	
   in 	
  the	
  rear-­‐v iew	
  mirror. 	
  
Unl ike	
  F ispire	
  her 	
  hair 	
  was	
  neat 	
  and	
  short , 	
  but 	
  she	
  had	
  a	
  s imi lar 	
  
mischievous	
  edge	
  to	
  her 	
  smi le. 	
   	
  

“What	
   is 	
   i t?” 	
  asked	
  F ispire	
   in 	
  wonder. 	
  The	
  vehic le 	
  was	
  composed	
  
of 	
  a 	
  coral–red	
  bal loon	
  rocket 	
  about	
  the	
  s ize	
  of 	
  a 	
  truck. 	
  A	
  smal l 	
  boat 	
  
shaped	
  cabin	
  hung	
  suspended	
  underneath	
  the	
  br ight 	
  oval . 	
   	
  

“That 	
   is 	
  a 	
  Zephyr,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe’s 	
   father	
  Aero, 	
   turning	
  around	
  to	
  
look	
  at 	
  F ispire	
  through	
  his 	
   thick	
  black	
   framed	
  glasses. 	
  Aero	
   loved	
  
technology	
  and	
  his 	
   face	
  br ightened	
  at 	
   the	
  opportunity 	
  to	
  discuss 	
  the	
  
genealogy	
  of 	
  human	
   invention, 	
  he	
  was	
  an	
   inventor 	
  after 	
  a l l , 	
  working	
  
for 	
  the	
  government	
  of 	
  Nonsolus. 	
  “What’s 	
  amazing	
  about	
  the	
  Zephyr	
  
is 	
   that 	
   i t ’s 	
  not 	
   l ike	
  our	
  vehic les, 	
  wel l 	
  what	
   I 	
  mean	
  by	
  that 	
   is , 	
   i s 	
   that 	
  
i t ’s 	
  not 	
  powered	
  by	
  electr ic i ty. 	
  So	
   instead	
  of 	
   the	
  way	
  we	
  manage	
  
things,” 	
  a l l 	
   technology	
   in 	
  Nonsolus	
  came	
  from	
  its 	
  government, 	
  
“Which	
   is 	
   to	
  harvest 	
   the	
  electr ic i ty 	
   from	
  the	
   l ightning	
  farms, 	
   i t 	
   re l ies 	
  
on	
  using	
  gasses	
  and	
  f i re 	
  to	
  work. 	
   Imagine	
  that?	
  Grandpa	
  Dusk	
  was	
  a 	
  
very	
  wel l -­‐respected	
  man, 	
  and	
  was	
  very	
  good	
  at 	
  making	
  al l 	
  sorts 	
  of 	
  
fr iends.” 	
   	
  Despite	
  Aero’s 	
  enthusiasm,	
  Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
  help	
  but 	
  not ice	
  
the	
  bags	
  under	
  his 	
  eyes. 	
   	
  

	
  “Do	
  you	
  think	
   I 	
  could	
  get 	
  to	
  pi lot 	
   i t?” 	
  asked	
  F ispire. 	
  
“Wel l 	
  you	
  could	
  certainly 	
  pi lot 	
  your	
  own	
  one	
   i f 	
  you	
  put 	
  your	
  mind	
  

to	
   i t ,” 	
  sa id	
  Aero. 	
  
“But	
   for 	
  now	
  maybe	
   just 	
  bargaining	
  a 	
  r ide	
  would	
  be	
  a	
  good	
  place	
  

to	
  start ,” 	
  suggested	
  El len	
  with	
  a 	
  quick	
  ref lected	
  wink. 	
   	
   	
  
“ I 	
  d idn’t 	
  know	
  people	
  st i l l 	
  used	
  zephyrs 	
  anymore?	
  Didn’t 	
   they	
  stop	
  

making	
  them	
  after 	
  the	
   l ightning	
  farms	
  were	
  set 	
  up?	
  Why	
  would	
  
anyone	
  bother	
  with	
  a 	
  zephyr?	
   Is 	
   i t 	
  a 	
  Nornth	
  thing?”	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  

“ I t 	
  can	
  be	
  tr icky	
  to	
  transport 	
  e lectr ic i ty 	
   to	
  the	
  northward	
   is les ,” 	
  
explained	
  Aero. 	
   	
  

“Let’s 	
  put 	
   i t 	
   this 	
  way,” 	
  said	
  E l len. 	
  “Dusk	
  was	
  the	
  k ind	
  of 	
  person	
  
who	
  would	
  know	
  the	
  k ind	
  of 	
  people	
  who	
  st i l l 	
  use	
  Zephyrs.” 	
   	
  

	
  
Ï 

	
  
I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  strange	
  feel ing	
   for 	
  the	
  Culustro	
  fami ly 	
  when	
  they	
  crested	
  the	
  
last 	
  h i l l 	
  and	
  the	
  v iew	
  of 	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End	
  f inal ly 	
  opened	
  up	
  before	
  them.	
  
Str ipe	
   looked	
  down	
  at 	
   the	
  scene	
  that 	
  had	
  always	
  hai led	
  good	
  t imes	
  –	
  
f i re-­‐places	
  and	
  c l imbing	
  trees	
  and	
  the	
  most 	
  v iv id 	
  stars 	
  you’d	
  ever 	
  
f ind	
  –	
  knowing	
  that 	
   i t 	
  would	
  never	
  be	
  the	
  same. 	
  There	
  were	
  the	
  t iny	
  
cobbled	
  streets 	
  of 	
   the	
  town	
  and, 	
  behind	
  them,	
  the	
  ta l l 	
  misty 	
   forests 	
  
of 	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End’s 	
  smal l 	
  northern	
   is les 	
  and, 	
   further	
  back	
  st i l l , 	
   the	
  
endless 	
  dark	
  blue	
  of 	
   the	
  Furry	
  Sea	
   	
  – 	
  a l l 	
  so	
   ideal , 	
   l ike	
  a 	
   l iv ing	
  
postcard	
  –	
  but 	
  st i l l 	
  not 	
  quite	
  the	
  same. 	
  The	
  smal l 	
   lake	
  house	
  on	
  the	
  
fr inges	
  of 	
   the	
  v i l lage	
  did	
  not 	
  have	
  Edwin-­‐Dusk	
  Culustro	
  wait ing	
   for 	
  
them.	
   	
  

Str ipe’s 	
  grandmother	
  Maelstrom	
  welcomed	
  the	
  family 	
  with	
  her 	
  
usual 	
  knowing	
  stare	
  and	
  pierc ing	
  blue	
  eyes. 	
  She	
  was	
  a 	
  ta l l , 	
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int imidat ing	
  woman, 	
  with	
  an	
  air 	
  of 	
  youth, 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  aging	
  was	
  an	
  
obl igat ion	
  she	
  couldn’t 	
  be	
  bothered	
  about. 	
  Her	
  hair 	
  was	
   long	
  and	
  
s i lver , 	
  but 	
  her 	
  wrinkles 	
  were	
  subtle	
  and	
  she	
  carr ied	
  herself 	
  with	
  an	
  
astounding	
  grace. 	
   	
  

As 	
  soon	
  as 	
  Str ipe	
  and	
  F ispire	
  hopped	
  out	
  of 	
   the	
  car, 	
  Maelstrom’s	
  
old	
  pet 	
  badger	
  Sal ly 	
  came	
  excitedly 	
  over 	
  to	
  F ispire	
  and	
  Str ipe. 	
  Sal ly 	
  
was	
  greying	
  and	
  calm	
  but	
  reserved	
  a	
  specia l 	
  energy	
  for 	
  the	
  Culustro	
  
s ibl ings. 	
  They	
  both	
  ruff led	
  her 	
  hair 	
   lovingly. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  hard	
  not 	
  to	
  smi le	
  
at 	
  Sal ly . 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  known	
  her	
  a l l 	
  h is 	
   l i fe. 	
  

I t 	
  was	
  only 	
  when	
  Str ipe	
  greeted	
  Maelstrom	
  that 	
  the	
  tension	
   in 	
  her 	
  
smi le	
  and	
  the	
  weighted	
  softness 	
  of 	
  her 	
  voice	
  revealed	
  that 	
  she	
  
wasn’t 	
  perfect ly 	
   f ine. 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  head	
  had	
  been	
  so	
  crowded	
  with	
  his 	
  
grandfather’s 	
  death	
  that 	
  he	
  didn’t 	
   real ise	
  what	
  a 	
  rel ief 	
   i t 	
  was	
  to	
  see	
  
his 	
  grandmother	
  again. 	
  As 	
  Str ipe	
  hugged	
  Maelstrom	
  he	
  did	
   i t 	
  with	
  
extra	
   force	
  as 	
   i f 	
   to 	
  aff i rm	
  that	
  she	
  was	
  st i l l 	
   in 	
   the	
  world	
  and	
  not 	
  
going	
  to	
  disappear	
  as 	
  suddenly	
  as 	
  Dusk. 	
  Maelstrom	
  matched	
  the	
  hug	
  
and	
   i t 	
   fe lt 	
  good	
  to	
   feel 	
  her 	
  strength. 	
  

Maelstrom	
  had	
  often	
  made	
  Str ipe	
  feel 	
  uncomfortable	
  with	
  her 	
  
abi l i ty 	
   to	
  outdo	
  him	
   in	
  act iv i t ies 	
  where	
  his 	
  youth	
  should	
  have	
  been	
  
an	
  advantage. 	
  Str ipe	
  recal led	
  two	
  summers	
  ago	
  when	
  she	
  had	
  once	
  
id ly 	
  walked	
  past 	
  Str ipe	
  skipping	
  stones	
   into	
  the	
  sea	
  and	
  paused	
  to	
  
watch	
  him. 	
  After 	
   intent ly 	
  examining	
  Str ipe	
  make	
  a	
   four 	
  stone	
  skip, 	
  a 	
  
distance	
  he	
  was	
  part icular ly 	
  proud	
  of , 	
  she	
  s i lent ly 	
   took	
  a 	
  stone	
  and	
  
made	
  a	
  s ix 	
  stone	
  skip	
  over 	
  twice	
  the	
  distance	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   throw.	
  She	
  
walked	
  off 	
  without	
  a 	
  word, 	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  smi le 	
  on	
  her 	
   face. 	
  At 	
  the	
  t ime	
   i t 	
  
had	
   left 	
  Str ipe	
  feel ing	
  dismayed, 	
  especia l ly 	
  after 	
  he’d	
   fa i led	
  to	
  keep	
  
up	
  with	
  her 	
  on	
  a 	
   family 	
  hike	
  the	
  day	
  before. 	
  Today, 	
  however, 	
  Str ipe	
  
couldn’t 	
  have	
  been	
  happier 	
  that 	
  she	
  was	
  capable	
  of 	
  such	
  displays 	
  of 	
  
health. 	
  

	
  
Ï 

	
  
	
  
	
  The	
  house	
  was	
  surrounded	
  by	
  a 	
  col lect ion	
  of 	
  cars 	
  and	
  motorbikes, 	
  

as 	
  wel l 	
  as 	
   three	
  ships 	
  and	
  even, 	
  oddly, 	
  a 	
  br ight 	
  yel low	
  submarine	
  –	
  
Maelstrom	
  was	
  c lear ly 	
  busy	
  playing	
  host . 	
  F ispire	
   instant ly 	
  decided	
  
that 	
  she	
  was	
  going	
  to	
  become	
  a	
  submarine	
  pi lot 	
   instead	
  and	
  
dismissed	
  zephyrs 	
   in 	
  general 	
  on	
  the	
  pr inciple	
  that 	
  you	
  can	
  see	
  birds 	
  
from	
  the	
  ground	
  but 	
  can	
  only 	
  real ly 	
  see	
  marine	
   l i fe 	
  under	
  the	
  water. 	
  
Str ipe	
  suggested	
  you	
  could	
  see	
  quite	
  a 	
   fa ir 	
  amount	
  of 	
  marine	
  
creatures	
  above	
  the	
  water, 	
   to	
  which	
  F ispire	
  test i ly 	
  repl ied, 	
  “Not	
  the	
  
ones	
  that 	
  g low	
  and	
  have	
  sharp	
  teeth,” 	
  and	
  walked	
  off . 	
   	
  

The	
  rest 	
  of 	
   the	
  afternoon	
  went	
  by	
   in 	
  a 	
  blur 	
  of 	
  handshakes	
  and	
  too	
  
many	
  names. 	
  The	
  home, 	
  whi le 	
  quite	
  s izeable, 	
  was	
  bursting	
  with	
  
act iv i ty . 	
  At 	
   least 	
   two	
  dozen	
  strangers 	
  mi l led	
  around	
  the	
  house. 	
  
Normal ly 	
  Str ipe	
  would	
  have	
  been	
  enthral led	
  by	
  the	
  col lect ion	
  of 	
  
sc ient ists 	
  and	
  eccentr ics 	
   from	
  the	
  Northern	
   is les , 	
  but 	
  they	
  were	
  a l l 	
  
here	
  for 	
  a 	
   funeral 	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
   take	
  his 	
   thoughts 	
  away	
  from	
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that. 	
  Str ipe	
  watched	
  his 	
  Dad	
  br ight ly 	
  discuss ing	
   inventions	
  and	
  
technology	
  with	
  the	
  guests 	
  and	
  had	
  no	
   idea	
  how	
  he	
  managed	
   i t . 	
  A	
  
few	
  days	
  ago	
  his 	
  dad	
  had	
   looked	
  completely 	
  empty, 	
  but 	
  here	
  he	
  was	
  
being	
  the	
   l i fe 	
  of 	
   the	
  party. 	
  

After 	
   two	
  hours 	
  of 	
  doing	
  his 	
  best 	
   to	
   look	
  animated	
  and	
  charming	
  
he	
  excused	
  himself 	
   f rom	
  the	
  guests , 	
   interrupt ing	
  F ispire	
  gr i l l ing	
  the	
  
nautical 	
  sc ient ist 	
  about	
  his 	
  submarine, 	
  and	
  went	
  to	
  bed. 	
  Before	
  
Str ipe	
  fel l 	
  as leep, 	
  E l len	
  s l ipped	
   in 	
  and	
  asked	
  him	
  gently 	
   i f 	
  everything	
  
was	
  okay. 	
  Str ipe	
  did	
  his 	
  best 	
   to	
   look	
  al l 	
   r ight 	
  and	
  nodded	
  and	
  hugged	
  
his 	
  mom	
  goodnight. 	
  When	
  Str ipe	
  heard	
  her 	
  c lose	
  the	
  door	
  he	
  al lowed	
  
the	
  deep	
  s igh	
  he’d	
  been	
  holding	
   in 	
  a l l 	
  day	
  def late	
  his 	
   lungs. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  
incredibly 	
   important 	
  to	
  Str ipe	
  that 	
  everyone	
  think	
  he	
  was	
  absolutely 	
  
f ine, 	
  because	
  he	
  felt 	
   i t 	
  was	
  his 	
  duty	
  to	
  appear	
  cool 	
  and	
  happy. 	
  He	
  
had	
  always	
  been	
  cool 	
  and	
  happy	
  on	
  the	
  surface	
  and	
  he	
  didn’t 	
  want	
  to	
  
upset 	
  his 	
   fami ly 	
  even	
  more	
  by	
  exposing	
  how	
  hopeless ly 	
  unhappy	
  his 	
  
grandfather’s 	
  death	
  had	
  made	
  him	
  feel . 	
  He	
  rol led	
  over, 	
  nest l ing	
  
deeper	
   into	
  the	
  covers, 	
  breathing	
   in 	
  the	
  nostalg ic 	
  woody	
  smel l 	
  of 	
   the	
  
room	
  to	
  try 	
  calm	
  himself , 	
  and	
  then	
  f l icked	
  off 	
   the	
  bedside	
   lamp. 	
  

Normal ly 	
  when	
  he	
  was	
  at 	
   the	
   lake	
  house, 	
  he	
  stayed	
  up	
  as 	
   late	
  as 	
  
his 	
  parents 	
  would	
  a l low	
  him	
  so	
  he	
  could	
   l isten	
  to	
  his 	
  grandfather	
  tel l 	
  
h im	
  stor ies 	
  by	
  the	
  f i re, 	
  but 	
  that 	
  wasn’t 	
  going	
  to	
  happen	
  anymore. 	
  His 	
  
eyes	
  wel led	
  at 	
   the	
  thought	
  and	
  a	
  warm	
  tear 	
  s l ipped	
  down	
  his 	
  cheek. 	
  
He	
  quickly 	
  scrunched	
  up	
  his 	
   face	
  and	
  shut 	
  his 	
  eyes	
  as 	
  hard	
  as 	
  he	
  
could	
  manage. 	
  No	
  crying. 	
  He	
  hadn’t 	
  cr ied	
  yet 	
  and	
  he	
  wasn’t 	
  going	
  to	
  
start 	
  now.	
  His 	
   family 	
  had	
  enough	
  to	
  deal 	
  with. 	
   	
  

	
  Str ipe	
   looked	
  out	
  his 	
  smal l 	
  att ic 	
   room	
  window	
  at 	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
wait ing	
   for 	
  something	
  to	
  happen, 	
  but 	
  nothing	
  did	
  and	
  he	
  fel l 	
  as leep. 	
  
Str ipe	
  had	
  no	
   idea	
  that 	
  outs ide	
   in 	
  the	
  cool 	
  darkness	
  something	
  had	
  
been	
  watching	
  him	
  back. 	
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2. 	
  
	
  

AN	
  INTERESTING	
  FUNERAL	
  
	
  

The	
  dead	
  don’t 	
  attend	
  their 	
  own	
  funerals . 	
  With	
  funerals 	
   i t ’s 	
   the	
  fact 	
  
that 	
  the	
  guest 	
  of 	
  honour	
  can’t 	
  come	
  that 	
  warrants 	
  the	
  occasion. 	
  
Dusk’s 	
  absence	
  was	
  met	
  with	
  an	
  overwhelming	
  presence	
  on	
  that 	
  
Thursday	
  morning. 	
  They	
  were	
  an	
  eclect ic 	
  bunch; 	
  ragged, 	
  weathered	
  
folk 	
  with	
  thick	
  boots 	
  made	
  pol i te 	
  conversat ion	
  with	
  elegantly 	
  
groomed, 	
   important-­‐ looking	
  guests , 	
  whi le 	
  people	
  with	
  thick	
  
spectacles 	
  who	
   looked	
  a	
  bit 	
  uncomfortable	
   in 	
  sunl ight 	
  stood	
  nearby. 	
  
And	
  there	
  were	
  the	
  people	
   from	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End, 	
  perhaps	
  everyone	
  from	
  
Leaf ’s 	
  End. 	
  

Al l 	
   the	
  guests 	
  mi l led	
  around	
  a	
  smal l 	
  one	
  treed	
  hi l l . 	
   I t 	
  was	
  the	
  tree	
  
of 	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End. 	
  Legend	
  has	
   i t 	
   that 	
  the	
  tree	
  had	
  once	
  produced	
  a	
   leaf 	
  
that 	
  had	
  sai led	
   i ts 	
  way	
  al l 	
  around	
  the	
  world, 	
  back	
  to	
  the	
  exact 	
  spot 	
  
from	
  which	
   i t 	
  had	
  departed. 	
  L ike	
  a l l 	
   legends	
   i t 	
  came	
   in	
  a 	
  myriad	
  of 	
  
permutat ions	
  and	
  with	
  dozens	
  of 	
  embel l ishments, 	
  some	
   involv ing	
  the	
  
leaf 	
  sett ing	
  out 	
  to	
  see	
  the	
  world	
  because	
   i t 	
  was	
  bored	
  by	
   i ts 	
   leaf 	
  
s ib l ings 	
  and	
  other 	
  vers ions	
  even	
  suggest ing	
  that 	
  there	
  was	
  no	
   longer	
  
a 	
  tree	
  when	
  the	
  wandering	
   leaf 	
   f inal ly 	
  returned	
  but 	
  that 	
   i t 	
  had	
  
landed	
  r ight 	
  at 	
   the	
  spot	
  where	
  the	
  new	
  tree	
  would	
  grow.	
  Part icular ly 	
  
inventive	
  storytel lers 	
  c la imed	
  that 	
  the	
   leaf 	
  had	
  sett led	
   in 	
  that 	
  
treeless 	
  spot 	
  and	
  grown	
  the	
  new	
  tree	
   i tsel f . 	
  The	
  sc ient ists 	
   from	
  the	
  
Northern	
   is les 	
  would	
  probably	
  disagree	
  with	
  this 	
  vers ion. 	
  
Nevertheless, 	
   the	
  spot 	
  had	
  become	
  the	
  tradit ional 	
  p lace	
  for 	
   the	
  
funerals 	
  of 	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End	
  to	
  be	
  held. 	
  The	
  place	
  was	
  scenic 	
  and	
  had	
  a	
  nice	
  
c irc le 	
  of 	
   l i fe 	
   feel 	
   to	
   i t . 	
  

Str ipe	
  wandered	
  amongst 	
  the	
  gathering	
  droves	
  of 	
  people	
  
automatical ly 	
  dispensing	
  back	
  pats, 	
  hugs	
  and	
  handshakes. 	
  There	
  was	
  
an	
  unprecedented	
  amount	
  of 	
  guests , 	
   the	
  only 	
  consistency	
  between	
  
them	
  their 	
   respect 	
   for 	
  Dusk	
  and	
   i tems	
  of 	
  deep	
  navy	
  blue	
  c lothing. 	
   I t 	
  
i s 	
  a 	
   tradit ion	
   in 	
  Nonsolus	
   for 	
   funerals 	
   to	
  have	
  a	
  death	
  colour; 	
  a 	
  
colour	
  that 	
  was	
  favourited	
  by	
  the	
  deceased, 	
  which	
  the	
  guests 	
  a l l 	
  
unite	
   in 	
   faci l i tat ing. 	
  Whether	
   i t 	
  was	
  a 	
  hat 	
  r ibbon, 	
  or 	
  pocket 	
  square	
  
every	
  guest 	
  carr ied	
  at 	
   least 	
  a 	
  s ingle	
   i tem	
  of 	
  Dusk’s 	
   favourite	
  colour	
  
on	
  them.	
   	
  
	
   	
   Str ipe	
  refused	
  an	
  offer 	
  of 	
  navy	
  blue	
  champagne. 	
  Everyone	
  here	
  
had	
  meant	
  something	
  to	
  Dusk	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  knew	
  nothing	
  about	
  any	
  of 	
  
them,	
  except	
  second	
  hand	
   information	
  about 	
  the	
  notably 	
   famous	
  
people	
   in 	
  attendance. 	
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  Str ipe	
  felt 	
   l ike	
  an	
   imposter, 	
  an	
  unwelcome	
  al ien. 	
  What	
  had	
  that 	
  
man	
  with	
  the	
  safar i 	
  hat 	
  and	
  beaverish	
  face	
  meant	
  to	
  his 	
  grandfather?	
  
Had	
  Dusk	
  brought	
  him	
  some	
  rare, 	
   luminous	
  ghost 	
  butterf ly 	
   from	
  up	
  
North?	
  Or	
  that 	
  woman	
  with	
  the	
  wide-­‐br immed	
  dark	
  hat 	
  and	
  
magnify ing-­‐glass 	
  spectacles 	
  that 	
  her 	
  tears 	
  sent 	
  s l id ing	
  down	
  her	
  nose	
  
no	
  matter 	
  how	
  often	
  she	
  pushed	
  them	
  back	
  up, 	
   l ike	
  some	
  novelty 	
  toy	
  
locked	
   in 	
  a 	
  set 	
  sequence. 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
   lost 	
   in 	
  a l l 	
   the	
  people, 	
  a l l 	
   the	
  
strangers 	
  – 	
  and	
  then	
  he	
  not iced	
  the	
  strangest 	
  of 	
   them	
  al l . 	
   	
  

The	
  f i rst 	
  one	
  was	
  a 	
  ta l l 	
  gnarled	
  man	
  with	
   frosty	
  hair 	
  wearing	
  a 	
  
horned	
  helmet	
  and	
  an	
  eye	
  patch. 	
  He	
  appeared	
  to	
  have	
  made	
  a	
  half-­‐
hearted	
  attempt	
  to	
  conceal 	
  h is 	
  metal l ic 	
  headgear	
  by	
  wearing	
  a 	
  black	
  
bowling	
  hat 	
  on	
  top	
  of 	
   i t . 	
  Needless 	
  to	
  say	
  this 	
  attempt	
  had	
  fa i led	
  
spectacular ly 	
  and	
  the	
  bowler 	
  s imply	
  hung	
  suspended	
  between	
  the	
  
helmet’s 	
   two	
  sharp	
  horns. 	
  His 	
  suit 	
  stra ined	
  over	
  what	
  appeared	
  to	
  be	
  
a 	
   ful l 	
  set 	
  of 	
  armour	
  and	
  his 	
  eye	
  patch	
  had	
  a	
  gaudy	
  blue	
  eye	
  painted	
  
over	
   i t . 	
  

Standing	
  next 	
  to	
  him	
  was	
  a	
  younger, 	
   leaner	
  man, 	
  probably 	
   in 	
  his 	
  
ear ly 	
   thirt ies, 	
  who	
  might 	
  have	
  been	
   less 	
  conspicuous	
   i f 	
  h is 	
  suit 	
  
hadn’t 	
  been	
  a	
  br ight 	
  canary	
  yel low	
   in	
  the	
  sea	
  of 	
  sombre	
  colours 	
  and	
  
navy	
  blue. 	
  He	
  had	
  a	
  penci l 	
   th in	
  moustache, 	
   large	
  ears 	
  and	
  a	
   fr inge	
  
that 	
   looked	
  very	
  much	
   l ike	
  a 	
  t idal 	
  wave	
  frozen	
  with	
  hair 	
  gel . 	
   	
  

Str ipe’s 	
  eyes	
   l ingered	
  on	
  the	
  tal ler 	
  of 	
   the	
  men, 	
  try ing	
  not 	
  to	
   laugh	
  
at 	
  his 	
  poorly 	
  obscured	
  helmet	
  when	
  his 	
  gaze	
  was	
  met	
  by	
   f ierce, 	
  
unabashed	
  eye	
  contact . 	
  The	
  man	
  had	
  a	
  twitching	
   left 	
  eyebrow	
  and	
  a	
  
relent less 	
  a l l -­‐consuming	
  gaze. 	
  Str ipe	
  thought	
  of 	
  Quincy	
  and	
  his 	
  
obsess ion	
  with	
  Vik ings	
  but 	
  before	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  do	
  anything	
  or 	
  ask	
  
anyone	
  about	
  the	
  r id iculous	
  duo	
  Maelstrom	
  was	
  at 	
  his 	
  s ide	
  
accompanied	
  by	
  a 	
   large	
  man	
  with	
  a 	
  sunken	
  bul ldog	
  face	
  and	
  grey	
  
cur ly 	
  hair . 	
  Str ipe	
   immediately	
  recognised	
  him	
  as	
  Myles	
  Orff , 	
  one	
  of 	
  
Nonsolus’s 	
  major 	
  pol i t ica l 	
  p layers. 	
  The	
  government	
  of 	
  Nonsolus	
  had	
  
always	
  been	
  the	
  government	
  of 	
  Nonsolus, 	
   there	
  were	
  no	
  part ies 	
  or 	
  
votes. 	
  There	
  was	
  a 	
  saying	
   in 	
  Nonsolus	
  that 	
  the	
  only 	
  thing	
  that 	
   took	
  
longer	
  to	
  change	
  than	
  the	
  members	
  of 	
   the	
  government	
  was	
  the	
  
pol ic ies 	
  that 	
  they	
  promised	
  to	
  put 	
  out. 	
  

Myles	
  gave	
  Str ipe	
  a 	
  nod	
  whi le 	
   looking	
  at 	
  h im	
  as	
   i f 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he	
  was	
  a 	
  
doctor 	
  try ing	
  to	
  make	
  a	
  diagnosis . 	
  Str ipe	
  f lashed	
  him	
  a	
  nervous	
  
smi le. 	
   	
  

“Mr	
  Orff 	
   this 	
   is 	
  Str ipe.” 	
  Str ipe	
  rushed	
  to	
  shake	
  the	
  man’s 	
  hand	
  
terr i f ied	
  that 	
  he’d	
  get 	
  arrested	
   i f 	
  he	
  wasn’t 	
  pol i te 	
  enough. 	
   	
  

“A	
  pleasure	
  to	
  meet	
  you	
  young	
  Culustro. 	
  My	
  deepest 	
  sympathies, 	
  
on	
  this 	
  sad	
  day. 	
   I f 	
  anything	
   I 	
  hope	
  you	
  are	
   inspired	
  by	
  what	
  a 	
  
remarkable	
   l i fe 	
  your	
  grandfather	
   led. 	
  You	
  certainly 	
  have	
  big 	
  boots 	
  to	
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f i l l .” 	
  He	
  chort led	
  as 	
   i f 	
   laughing	
  at 	
  an	
   ins ide	
   joke. 	
  Maelstrom	
  cleared	
  
her	
  throat. 	
  

“Str ipe, 	
   i t ’s 	
  about	
  t ime	
  to	
  get 	
  things	
  going. 	
  Would	
  you	
  mind	
  
standing	
  under	
  the	
  tree	
  and	
  giv ing	
  everyone	
  a	
   l i t t le 	
  welcoming	
  
address?”	
  

Str ipe	
  scanned	
  Maelstrom’s 	
   face	
  to	
  see	
   i f 	
  she	
  was	
   joking. 	
  She	
  
wasn’t . 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  h is 	
   tongue	
  turn	
   into	
  a 	
   fuzzy	
   lump	
  of 	
  stat ic 	
  as 	
  he	
  
walked	
  up	
  the	
  hi l l . 	
  Grandma	
  Maelstrom	
  always	
  seemed	
  to	
  put 	
  Str ipe	
  
into	
  di f f icult 	
  s i tuat ions	
  that 	
  a lways	
   felt 	
  perfect ly 	
  reasonable	
  as 	
  soon	
  
as 	
  Str ipe	
  thought	
  about	
  chal lenging	
  them.	
  S ince	
  he	
  was	
  nine, 	
  Str ipe	
  
had	
  begun	
  to	
  suspect 	
  that 	
  Maelstrom	
  was	
  test ing	
  him	
  for 	
  some	
  
nefar ious	
  purpose. 	
  Str ipe	
  nodded	
  goodbye	
  to	
  Myles 	
  Orff 	
  and	
  took	
  a	
  
quick	
  peek	
  to	
  see	
   i f 	
   the	
  guest 	
  with	
  the	
  yel low	
  suit 	
  and	
  his 	
  eye-­‐
patched	
  fr iend	
  were	
  st i l l 	
  around, 	
  but 	
  didn’t 	
  spot 	
  them.	
   	
  

As 	
  Str ipe	
  made	
  his 	
  way	
  up	
  the	
  hi l l , 	
  h is 	
  heart 	
  and	
   lungs	
   jo ined	
  
forces	
  to	
  become	
  one	
  wi ld	
  organ	
  ratt l ing	
   in 	
  his 	
  chest 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  pr isoner	
  
desperate	
  to	
  escape. 	
   	
  

He	
  gazed	
  down	
  at 	
  the	
  hordes	
  of 	
  mi l l ing	
  people, 	
  none	
  of 	
  who	
  had	
  
not iced	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  

“Hel lo 	
  and	
  thank	
  you	
  for 	
  being	
  here,” 	
  he	
  cal led	
  out 	
  to	
  them.	
  The	
  
crowd	
  was	
  only 	
  mi ldly 	
  affected. 	
  There	
  must 	
  have	
  been	
  more	
  than	
  200	
  
people. 	
  “Hel lo?”	
  he	
  cal led	
  again, 	
  winning	
  a 	
   few	
  more	
  stares	
  but 	
  
hardly 	
  the	
  whole	
  crowd. 	
  Desperat ion	
  seemed	
  to	
  bypass 	
   logical 	
  
thought	
  and	
  Str ipe	
   found	
  himself 	
  beginning	
  to	
  c lap	
   loudly. 	
  As 	
  soon	
  as 	
  
he	
  real ized	
  what	
  he	
  was	
  doing	
  he	
  felt 	
   l ike	
  an	
   id iot , 	
  but 	
  he	
  continued. 	
  
The	
  crowd	
   looked	
  a	
  bit 	
  puzzled	
  but 	
  s lowly	
  began	
  to	
  congregate	
  
around	
  the	
  tree. 	
  The	
  quieter 	
  things	
  became,	
  the	
  more	
  obtrusive	
  and	
  
awkward	
  Str ipe’s 	
  c lapping	
  felt . 	
   	
  

Eventual ly 	
   i t 	
  was	
   just 	
  Str ipe	
  and	
  a	
  horde	
  of 	
  expectant 	
  onlookers. 	
  
He	
  c leared	
  his 	
   throat. 	
  

“Right, 	
  excuse	
  the	
  c lapping	
   i t 	
   just 	
  seemed	
   l ike	
  the	
  best 	
  way	
  to	
  
stand	
  out 	
  at 	
  a 	
   funeral .” 	
  He	
  paused, 	
   fumbl ing	
   for 	
   the	
  r ight 	
  words. 	
  “ In 	
  
many	
  ways	
  a 	
   funeral 	
   is 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  paint ing	
  of 	
  someone	
  who	
  has	
  gone…	
  
You	
  are	
  a l l 	
  paint . . . 	
  wel l , 	
   the	
  paint 	
  of 	
   the	
  paint ing	
  that 	
  this 	
   funeral 	
  
is…”	
  

Str ipe’s 	
  hands	
  were	
  trembl ing	
  and	
  his 	
   forehead	
  was	
  sweating	
  
madly. 	
  There	
  were	
  a	
   few	
  coughs. 	
   	
  

“My	
  grandfather	
   l ived	
  a	
  very	
  colourful 	
  and	
  wondrous	
   l i fe. 	
   I ’ve	
  seen	
  
people	
  here	
  from	
  al l 	
  around	
  Nonsolus	
  – 	
  academics, 	
  explorers, 	
  
pol i t ic ians	
  and	
  Leaf ’s 	
  Enders,” 	
  – 	
  a 	
  part icular ly 	
  proud	
  Leaf ’s 	
  Ender	
  
cheered	
  tr iumphantly 	
  and	
  then	
  remembered	
  himself 	
  – 	
  “and	
  what	
  
amazes	
  me	
   is 	
  how	
  my	
  grandfather	
  was	
  capable	
  of 	
  connect ing	
  with	
  a l l 	
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of	
  you. 	
   I 	
   th ink	
  a l l 	
  of 	
  you	
  here	
  say	
  a 	
   lot 	
  about	
  him	
   in	
  a 	
  way	
  that 	
   I 	
  
could	
  not. 	
  So	
  welcome	
  and	
  thank	
  you.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  shuff led	
  to	
  his 	
   fami ly. 	
  Maelstrom	
  began	
  to	
  g ive	
  a 	
  speech	
  
and	
  Str ipe	
  stared	
  vacantly 	
  at 	
   the	
  crowd. 	
  Suddenly 	
  his 	
  eyes	
  were	
  met	
  
by	
  the	
  same	
  fur ious	
  gaze. 	
  The	
  man	
  wearing	
  the	
  Vik ing	
  hat 	
  was	
  star ing	
  
up	
  at 	
  him	
  from	
  the	
  crowd. 	
  Real is ing	
  the	
  man	
  was	
  not 	
  going	
  to	
   look	
  
away, 	
  Str ipe	
  turned	
  his 	
  eyes	
  elsewhere. 	
  He	
  made	
  a	
  show	
  of 	
  browsing	
  
across 	
  the	
  other	
   faces, 	
  stared	
  at 	
  his 	
  shoes	
  a 	
  bit 	
   then	
  glanced	
  toward	
  
the	
  man	
  again. 	
  He	
  appeared	
  not 	
  to	
  have	
  moved	
  a	
   fract ion, 	
  h is 	
   l ive	
  
eye	
  as 	
  unbl inking	
  as 	
   i ts 	
  painted	
  partner. 	
  The	
  Vik ing	
  stared	
  at 	
  Str ipe	
  
as 	
   i f 	
  he	
  was	
  try ing	
  to	
  suck	
  him	
   in	
  through	
  his 	
  pupi l . 	
  Str ipe	
  did	
  his 	
  
best 	
   to	
   ignore	
  him. 	
  The	
  next 	
   few	
  phases	
  of 	
   the	
  ceremony	
  were	
  an	
  
uncomfortable	
  blend	
  of 	
  Str ipe	
   l istening	
  to	
  the	
  proceedings	
  and	
  try ing	
  
not 	
  to	
  think	
  about	
  the	
  strange	
  Vik ing	
  man	
  who	
  was	
  probably 	
  st i l l 	
  
star ing	
  at 	
  him. 	
   	
  

Eventual ly 	
   i t 	
  came	
  to	
  the	
  f inal 	
   r i te 	
  during	
  which	
  Dusk’s 	
  ashes	
  
would	
  be	
  released	
   into	
  the	
  wind	
  to	
  s ignify 	
  the	
  funeral ’s 	
  end. 	
  Str ipe	
  
peeped	
  back	
   into	
  the	
  crowd	
  and	
  was	
  rel ieved	
  to	
  see	
  the	
  helmeted	
  
man	
  was	
  gone. 	
  But 	
  before	
  he	
  could	
   let 	
  out	
  a 	
  s igh	
  of 	
  rel ief , 	
  a 	
  burst 	
  of 	
  
c lapping	
  erupted	
  from	
  the	
  crowd. 	
  Str ipe	
  gazed	
   in 	
  terror 	
  as 	
  the	
  s l im	
  
man	
   in 	
  the	
  yel low	
  suit 	
  moved	
  through	
  the	
  part ing	
  crowd, 	
  his 	
  hair 	
  
bobbing	
  above	
  the	
  funeral 	
  hats 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  shark	
   f in. 	
  The	
  Vik ing	
  man	
  
fol lowed	
  him. 	
  The	
  suited	
  man	
  c lapped	
   in 	
  a 	
  strange	
  r i tual ist ic 	
  way	
  as 	
  
he	
  walked	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  real ized	
  he	
  was	
  probably	
   just 	
  copying	
  what	
  
Str ipe	
  had	
  done	
  ear l ier 	
   to	
  gather	
  attent ion. 	
   	
  

“Greetings, 	
  greet ings	
  everyone. 	
  Fel low	
  fr iends	
  of 	
  Dusk, 	
  excuse	
  me	
  
–	
  my	
  name	
   is 	
  Rastadum	
  and	
  this 	
   is 	
  Ragl i .” 	
  The	
  suited	
  warr ior 	
  
grunted. 	
  “We	
  are	
  here	
  on	
  the	
  behalf 	
  of 	
  Dusk.” 	
  

The	
  crowd	
  shifted	
  to	
  surround	
  them	
  unti l 	
   the	
  odd	
  duo	
  stood	
  at 	
   the	
  
funeral ’s 	
  centre. 	
   	
  

“As	
  we	
  al l 	
  know,”	
  continued	
  Rastadam,	
  “Dusk	
  was	
  an	
  explorer 	
  and	
  
spent	
  a 	
  considerable	
  t ime	
  advent	
  – 	
  ahem	
  –	
  researching	
  things	
  up	
  
north. 	
  On	
  the	
   l i t t le 	
   is lands. 	
  Yes, 	
   the	
  very	
   l i t t le 	
   is lands. 	
  Looking	
  at 	
  
l i t t le 	
  plants, 	
   l i t t le 	
  animals , 	
  seaweed	
  et 	
  cetera. 	
  As 	
  part 	
  of 	
  Dusk’s 	
  
dying	
  r i tes 	
  he	
  has	
  requested	
  that 	
  his 	
  grandson	
  Spot,” 	
  here	
  the	
  man	
  
paused	
  and	
   looked	
  thoughtful . 	
  “Spot, 	
  Str ipe	
  that 	
   is , 	
   i s 	
   to 	
  go	
  up	
  north	
  
and	
  scatter 	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  port ion	
  of 	
  his 	
  ashes	
   in 	
  a 	
  specia l 	
  spot 	
  chosen	
  by	
  
Dusk	
  himself . 	
  On	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  smal l 	
   i s lands	
  up	
  north.” 	
  

The	
  crowd	
  stared	
  blankly. 	
   	
  
The	
  man	
  ran	
  his 	
   f inger 	
  a long	
  his 	
  moustache. 	
  “Str ipe	
  do	
  you	
  accept 	
  

the	
  ques	
  –	
  ahem	
  –	
  request?”	
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Eyes	
  began	
  to	
   f l ick 	
  to	
  Str ipe. 	
  He	
  felt 	
   the	
  weight 	
  of 	
   them	
  taking	
  him	
  
in, 	
  s iz ing	
  him	
  up. 	
  There	
  were	
  more	
  than	
  a	
   few	
  scowls, 	
  cr i t ic is ing	
  his 	
  
part 	
   in 	
  this 	
  undignif ied	
   interruption. 	
  Str ipe	
  noticed	
  Myles 	
  Orff 	
  
looking	
  at 	
  h im	
  with	
  a 	
  red	
  face	
  that 	
  trembled	
  as 	
   i f 	
   try ing	
  to	
  conceal 	
  
he	
  had	
   just 	
  eaten	
  a	
  very	
  hot 	
  chi l ly . 	
  Str ipe	
  wanted	
  to	
  get 	
  the	
  gazes	
  off 	
  
h im	
  and	
  racked	
  his 	
  brain	
   for 	
  a 	
  response	
  that 	
  would	
  not 	
  draw	
  this 	
  
mad	
  moment	
  out 	
  any	
   longer. 	
  Consent	
  seemed	
  the	
  quickest 	
  way	
  to	
  
appease	
  the	
  strange	
  men	
  so	
  Str ipe	
  s imply	
  stammered, 	
  “Um…	
  sure.” 	
  

“Good,” 	
  said	
  the	
  yel low	
  suited	
  man. 	
  “You	
   leave	
  at 	
  dawn	
  tomorrow.	
  
S imply	
  row	
  a	
  boat 	
  up	
  to	
  the	
  Long-­‐Short 	
  br idge	
  and	
  then	
  head	
  over	
  to	
  
the	
  Map	
  Fountain. 	
  Lady	
  Maelstrom	
  wi l l 	
  help	
  you.” 	
  The	
  man	
  walked	
  
up	
  to	
  Dusk’s 	
  urn, 	
   t ipped	
  out 	
  a 	
   f ist ful 	
  of 	
  ash	
  and	
  pocketed	
   i t . 	
  Gasps	
  
and	
  murmurs	
  of 	
  disapproval 	
  shot 	
  out 	
   from	
  the	
  crowd. 	
  Nobody	
  had	
  
ever 	
  heard	
  of 	
   the	
  Long-­‐Short 	
  br idge	
  or 	
  knew	
  what	
  a 	
  map	
  fountain	
  
was, 	
  Str ipe	
   included. 	
  

“A	
  good	
  day	
  to	
  you	
  al l ,” 	
  said	
  Rastadum	
  before	
  pausing. 	
  “Also	
   I 	
  
thought	
  we	
  were	
  meant	
  to	
  wear	
  a 	
  whole	
  outf i t 	
  of 	
  our 	
   favourite	
  
colour	
  and	
  not 	
  one	
   i tem	
  of 	
  Dusk’s 	
   favourite	
  colour. 	
  Also	
   I 	
   th ink	
  he	
  
preferred	
  green	
  to	
  be	
  honest. 	
  Anyway…”	
  and	
  he	
  shifted	
  back	
   into	
  the	
  
crowd	
  fol lowed	
  by	
  his 	
   large	
  companion. 	
   	
  

After 	
   the	
  strange	
  duo	
  had	
  diss ipated	
  back	
   into	
  the	
  funeral 	
  guests 	
  
the	
  rest 	
  of 	
   the	
  ceremony	
  went	
  quite	
  smoothly. 	
  The	
  only 	
  other 	
  
surpr ise, 	
   for 	
  Str ipe	
  at 	
   least , 	
  was	
  the	
  dispensing	
  of 	
  his 	
  grandfather’s 	
  
ashes. 	
  Whi le 	
  his 	
  grandmother	
  had	
  explained	
  his 	
  grandfather’s 	
  wishes	
  
and	
  their 	
  s igni f icance	
  to	
  the	
  crowd, 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  been	
  distracted	
  by	
  
Ragl i ’s 	
   intense	
  gaze. 	
  

Instead	
  of 	
   the	
  tradit ional 	
   throwing	
  of 	
   f ist fuls 	
  of 	
  ash	
  from	
  under	
  
the	
  tree, 	
  Dusk’s 	
  urn	
  was	
  placed	
  on	
  a	
  smal l 	
  model 	
  ship, 	
  about	
  the	
  s ize	
  
of 	
  a 	
  hardcover	
  book. 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   father	
  gent ly 	
   lowered	
  the	
  ship	
   into	
  the	
  
water. 	
  A	
  group	
  of 	
  music ians	
  began	
  to	
  play	
  out 	
  a 	
  song	
  that 	
  was	
  
s imultaneously 	
  mournful 	
  and	
  upbeat 	
   in 	
  some	
  bittersweet	
  
contradict ion. 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  shocked	
  to	
  see	
  Maelstrom	
  col lect 	
  a 	
  bow	
  
and	
  arrow	
  from	
  under	
  a 	
  c loth	
  at 	
   the	
  foot 	
  of 	
   the	
  tree	
  and	
  wade	
   into	
  
the	
  surf . 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   father 	
  took	
  a 	
  moment	
  to	
   l ight 	
  the	
  arrowhead, 	
  which	
  
burst 	
   into	
  a 	
   f ist-­‐s ized	
  f lame, 	
  crackl ing	
  br ight ly . 	
  The	
  boat 	
  had	
  sai led	
  a 	
  
fa ir 	
  d istance	
   into	
  the	
  sea, 	
  but 	
  Maelstrom	
  seemed	
  unperturbed. 	
  She	
  
locked	
  her	
  gaze	
  on	
  the	
  t iny	
  ship, 	
  growing	
  t in ier 	
  st i l l 	
  as 	
   i t 	
  bounced	
  
over	
  the	
   increasingly 	
  rough	
  water 	
  and	
  released	
  her	
  arrow.	
  The	
  f lame	
  
engulfed	
  the	
  urn	
   in 	
  a 	
  colourful 	
  explosion. 	
  Cheers 	
  and	
  applause	
  rang	
  
out 	
   from	
  the	
  crowd. 	
  

Str ipe	
  turned	
  and	
  shared	
  a	
   look	
  with	
  F ispire. 	
  Her	
   jaw	
  was	
  s lack	
  and	
  
her	
  eyes	
  bulging. 	
  They	
  applauded	
  along	
  with	
  the	
  rest 	
  of 	
   the	
  



	
  

	
   	
  
21	
  

audience, 	
  amongst 	
  mutters 	
  a long	
  the	
   l ines	
  of 	
  “Oh	
  Dusk”	
  and	
  “Of	
  
course	
  he	
  would	
  have	
  a	
   funeral 	
   l ike	
  this .” 	
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3. 	
  
	
  

PACKING	
  FOR	
  A	
  QUEST	
  
	
  

During	
  the	
  post-­‐ceremony	
  smal l 	
   ta lk 	
  and	
  packing	
  up, 	
   there	
  was	
  a 	
  
radius	
  of 	
  evasiveness	
  around	
  Str ipe. 	
   I f 	
  he	
  had	
  arr ived	
  at 	
   the	
  funeral 	
  
by	
  wading	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  ocean	
   in 	
  a 	
  neon	
  wetsuit 	
  with	
  a 	
  sea-­‐monster 	
  
tube	
  around	
  his 	
  waist 	
  he	
  would	
  have	
  probably	
  made	
  people	
   less 	
  
uncomfortable	
  than	
  he	
  was	
  making	
  them	
  r ight 	
  now.	
  Eventual ly 	
  g iv ing	
  
up	
  on	
  try ing	
  to	
  blend	
   in, 	
  Str ipe	
  found	
  a	
  spot	
  at 	
   the	
  shore’s 	
  edge	
  and	
  
looked	
  out	
  across 	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea. 	
  His 	
   isolat ion	
  was	
  br ief ly 	
  broken	
  by	
  
F ispire	
  trundl ing	
  up	
  to	
  him. 	
  
	
   	
   “ I 	
  want	
  to	
  go	
  on	
  a	
  quest,” 	
  she	
  said	
  accusingly, 	
  before	
  k icking	
  a 	
  
stone	
   into	
  the	
  water 	
  and	
  wandering	
  off . 	
  Eventual ly 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   father	
  
came	
  over	
  and	
   invited	
  Str ipe	
  to	
  walk 	
  back	
  with	
  him. 	
   	
  

“So…	
  A	
  quest 	
   ‘ey?”	
  said	
  Aero	
  pol ishing	
  his 	
  g lasses. 	
  
Str ipe	
  stayed	
  s i lent. 	
   	
  
“Certainly 	
  a 	
   funeral 	
   to	
  remember…	
  typical 	
  of 	
  dad,” 	
  Aero	
  

continued. 	
  
“Dad, 	
  did	
  you…	
  expect 	
  this?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe, 	
  an	
   idea	
  s lowly	
  dawning	
  

on	
  him. 	
  
“Wel l 	
   I 	
  knew	
  about	
  the	
  whole	
  arrow	
  thing	
  and	
  the	
  -­‐ ,” 	
   	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  cut 	
  him	
  off , 	
  “That’s 	
  not 	
  what 	
   I 	
  meant.” 	
  
“Right. 	
  Wel l 	
  yes 	
  and	
  no. 	
   I 	
  knew	
  there	
  was	
  a 	
  poss ibi l i ty 	
   that 	
  you’d	
  

be	
  asked	
  to	
  go	
  see	
  the	
  North, 	
  but 	
   I 	
  certainly 	
  didn’t 	
  expect 	
  the	
  
invitat ion	
  to	
  arr ive	
  the	
  way	
   i t 	
  d id.” 	
  

“How	
  much	
  do	
  you	
  know	
  about	
  what’s 	
  going	
  on?	
  Who	
  were	
  those	
  
guys?”	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  try ing	
  his 	
  best 	
   to	
  speak	
  evenly 	
  but 	
  there	
  was	
  an	
  
edge	
  of 	
  upset 	
   in 	
  his 	
  voice. 	
  

“Look	
  Str ipe, 	
   I 	
  know	
  that 	
  was	
  unexpected.” 	
  
“Unexpected?	
  Unexpected?	
  One	
  of 	
   them	
  was	
  wearing	
  armour	
  

under	
  his 	
  suit 	
  and	
  a	
  horned	
  helmet! 	
  And 	
  quest?	
  Why	
  quest?	
  Why	
  not	
  
journey	
  or 	
  something?	
  Who	
  says	
  quest?”	
  

“What’s 	
   the	
  di f ference?”	
  asked	
  Aero. 	
  
“ I ’m	
  guessing	
  the	
  fact 	
   that 	
  he	
  was	
  wearing	
  armour	
  had	
  something	
  

to	
  do	
  with	
   i t . 	
   Journeys	
  don’t 	
  require	
  armour.” 	
  
“Look	
  Str ipe, 	
  your	
   family 	
   loves	
  you	
  and	
  wouldn’t 	
   just 	
  send	
  you	
  off 	
  

i f 	
  we	
  thought	
  you’d	
  run	
   into	
  any…	
  real 	
  danger.” 	
  
“Great 	
  only 	
   fa lse	
  danger	
  then…	
  Like	
  being	
  humil iated	
  and	
  socia l ly 	
  

rejected	
  at 	
  my	
  granddad’s 	
   funeral .” 	
   	
  
An	
  unpleasant 	
  s i lence	
  fel l 	
  between	
  them.	
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“You	
  know	
  hamsters 	
  eat 	
  their 	
  young	
  when	
  they	
  get 	
  rejected,” 	
  said	
  
Str ipe	
  try ing	
  to	
  di f fuse	
  the	
  tension. 	
  

“Good	
  thing	
  you’re	
  not 	
  a 	
  hamster,” 	
  said	
  his 	
  dad	
  grabbing	
  Str ipe’s 	
  
arm	
  jokingly. 	
  They	
  both	
  shared	
  a	
  smi le. 	
  Str ipe	
  s ighed. 	
  

“Dad, 	
   I 	
  don’t 	
  want	
  to	
  go.” 	
  
“Your	
  grandfather	
  wants 	
  you	
  to.” 	
  
“Wanted.” 	
  
“Just 	
  because	
  he’s 	
  gone	
  doesn’t 	
  mean	
  his 	
   inf luence	
  on	
  the	
  world	
  

has	
  a lso.” 	
  
“So	
  you’re	
   f ine	
  with	
  me	
  going	
  off 	
  gal l ivant ing–”	
  
“Good	
  word,” 	
   inter jected	
  Aero. 	
  
“Thanks. 	
  Gal l ivant ing	
  whi le 	
  you’re	
  a l l 	
   stuck	
  here	
  mourning.” 	
  
“ It ’s 	
  hardly 	
  that 	
  dramatic 	
  Str ipe. 	
  You’ l l 	
  be	
  back	
  before	
  the	
  

weekend	
   is 	
  over.” 	
  
“So	
  you	
  do	
  know	
  what’s 	
  going	
  on!” 	
  
“What	
   I 	
  do	
  most 	
  certainly 	
  know	
  is 	
   that 	
  you’ l l 	
  need	
  to	
  pack	
  wel l .” 	
  
	
  

Ï 
	
  

The	
  rest 	
  of 	
   the	
  day	
  was	
  s l ight ly 	
  surreal . 	
  Only 	
  s l ight ly 	
  because	
  nothing	
  
could	
  compare	
  to	
  how	
  severely 	
  surreal 	
   the	
  two	
  funeral 	
  guests 	
  had	
  
been. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   l ike	
  witness ing	
  an	
  al ien	
  abduct 	
  a 	
  cow	
  and	
  then	
  coming	
  
home	
  to	
  f ind	
  a 	
  celebrity 	
  dining	
  with	
  your	
   family. 	
  Both	
  are	
  very	
  
strange	
  things	
  certainly , 	
  but 	
  the	
  f i rst 	
  manages	
  to	
  make	
  the	
   latter 	
  
seem	
  less 	
  radical . 	
  Maelstrom	
  took	
  charge, 	
  g iv ing	
  Str ipe	
  a 	
  travel 	
  pack	
  
f i l led	
  with	
  whatever	
  he	
  might 	
  need	
   including	
  a 	
  water 	
  bott le, 	
  a 	
  packet 	
  
of 	
  non-­‐perishable	
   foods	
  and, 	
  quite	
  suspic iously, 	
  a 	
  set 	
  of 	
  c lothes	
  
designed	
  for 	
  pract ical 	
   travel l ing	
  as 	
  wel l 	
  as 	
  a 	
  s leeping	
  bag. 	
  Str ipe	
  
tr ied	
  on	
  a	
   l ight 	
  navy	
  blue	
   long	
  s leeved	
  shirt 	
   that 	
  kept 	
  you	
  cool 	
   in 	
  the	
  
heat, 	
  warm	
  in	
  the	
  cold	
  and	
  was	
  quick	
  drying	
  – i t 	
   f i t ted	
  him	
  perfect ly . 	
    

“Did	
  you	
  plan	
  this 	
  whole	
  thing?”	
  he	
  asked. 	
  
Maelstrom	
  who	
  had	
  never	
  pampered	
  Str ipe, 	
   repl ied	
  curt ly . 	
  “L i tt le 	
  

detect ive, 	
  you	
  are. 	
  No	
   I 	
  d idn’t 	
   ‘p lan	
  this 	
  whole	
  thing’ 	
  but 	
   I 	
  d id	
  
prepare	
  for 	
   i t .” 	
  She	
  squeezed	
  his 	
  shoulder	
  and	
  smi led. 	
   	
  

“ I ’m	
  sorry	
  that 	
  they	
   just 	
  dropped	
   i t 	
  on	
  you	
   in-­‐front 	
  of 	
  everybody. 	
  
That 	
  wasn’t 	
   the	
  plan	
  but, 	
  Rastadum	
  has	
  a 	
  wi l l 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  own. 	
  Note	
   I 	
  used	
  
the	
  word	
  wil l 	
  and	
  not 	
  mind .” 	
   	
  

“So	
  you	
  know	
  them?”	
  Str ipe	
  asked. 	
   	
  
“Wel l , 	
  obviously,” 	
  sa id	
  Maelstrom	
  gl id ing	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  room.	
   	
  
“Obviously,” 	
  muttered	
  Str ipe, 	
   remembering	
  her 	
  sudden	
  expert ise	
  

in 	
   f i r ing	
   f laming	
  arrows	
  at 	
   the	
  funeral . 	
  C lear ly 	
  anything	
  was	
  on	
  the	
  
cards	
  after 	
  that. 	
  

E l len’s 	
  contr ibut ion	
  to	
  Str ipe’s 	
   journey	
  was	
  a 	
   f loppy	
  sunhat 	
  with	
  a 	
  
picture	
  of 	
  a 	
  duck	
  on	
  the	
  front. 	
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“Now,	
  you’re	
  probably 	
  thinking	
   I ’m	
  being	
  r id iculous	
  but 	
  you’re	
  
going	
  to	
  be	
  far 	
  more	
  effect ive	
  as 	
  a 	
  travel ler 	
  without	
  a 	
  headache	
  and	
  
aching	
  skin. 	
  Sunburn	
   is 	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  most 	
  easi ly 	
  avoidable	
  hindrances.” 	
   	
  

She	
  handed	
  the	
  hat 	
  to	
  Str ipe	
  and	
   looked	
  him	
   in	
  the	
  eyes	
  with	
  a 	
  
stare	
  that 	
  ran	
  straight 	
  through	
  his 	
  corneas	
  and	
  down	
   into	
  the	
  depths	
  
of 	
  h is 	
  soul . 	
  

“ I t 	
  has 	
  a 	
  duck	
  on	
   i t .” 	
  
“ I t ’s 	
   just 	
   the	
   logo. 	
  Promise	
  me	
  you’ l l 	
  wear	
   i t , 	
  Str ipe.” 	
  
“Yes, 	
  mom,”	
  Str ipe	
  promised. 	
   	
  
F ispire’s 	
  contr ibut ion	
  was	
  the	
   ins istence	
  that 	
  Str ipe	
  pack	
  a 	
  rope. 	
  

“Ropes	
  are	
  very	
  useful 	
  Str ipe,” 	
  she	
  repeated	
  for 	
  the	
  umpteenth	
  t ime. 	
  
She	
  bel ieved	
  this 	
  so	
  whole-­‐heartedly 	
  that 	
  she	
  kept 	
   fol lowing	
  Str ipe	
  
around	
  the	
  house	
  with	
  a 	
  rope	
  and	
  plant ing	
   i t 	
   in 	
  v is ib le 	
  places	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
he’d	
  suddenly	
  see	
   i t 	
   for 	
   the	
  f i rst 	
   t ime	
  and	
  excitedly 	
  pack	
   i t . 	
  Str ipe	
  
didn’t 	
  ent irely 	
  object 	
   to	
  the	
  rope, 	
  he	
  was	
   just 	
   in 	
  a 	
  whir lwind	
  of 	
  
act iv i ty 	
  and	
  the	
  rope	
  was	
   in 	
  the	
  outer 	
  c ircumference	
  of 	
  h is 	
   to-­‐do	
   l ist . 	
  
Socks	
  had	
  to	
  be	
  packed, 	
  walking	
  st icks 	
  considered, 	
  b inoculars 	
  
debated; 	
   the	
  rope	
  was	
  somewhere	
   in 	
  the	
  mix, 	
   just 	
  not 	
  his 	
   f i rst 	
  
pr ior i ty. 	
  Eventual ly , 	
  whi le 	
  hurrying	
  down	
  a	
  passage	
   in 	
  search	
  of 	
  a 	
  
towel 	
  Str ipe	
  s lammed	
  face	
  f i rst 	
   into	
  the	
  f loor. 	
  F ispire	
  had	
  t ied	
  the	
  
rope	
   in 	
  a 	
   low	
  tr ipl ine	
  across 	
  the	
  passage	
  designed	
  to	
  send	
  him	
  f ly ing. 	
  
Str ipe	
  crashed	
   into	
  the	
  ground	
  and	
  as 	
   i f 	
  magical ly 	
  summoned	
  by	
  the	
  
opportunity 	
  Sal ly 	
  appeared	
  out 	
  of 	
  nowhere	
   l icked	
  the	
   length	
  of 	
  
Str ipe’s 	
   face	
  and	
  scutt led	
  off . 	
  Str ipe	
  pushed	
  himself 	
  up	
  onto	
  his 	
  
e lbows. 	
  A	
  smal l 	
  scrawled	
  note	
   lay	
  on	
  the	
  f loor 	
   in 	
   front 	
  of 	
  h im: 	
  

	
  
	
  

 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Str ipe	
  packed	
  the	
  rope	
   immediately. 	
   	
  
The	
  rest 	
  of 	
   the	
  day	
  s l ipped	
  away	
  and	
  eventual ly 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  a lone	
  

in 	
  his 	
   room	
  unable	
  to	
  s leep. 	
  The	
  moon	
  was	
  ful l 	
  and	
  beckoning	
  and	
  
Str ipe	
  found	
  himself 	
  out 	
  on	
  the	
  pier 	
   throwing	
  stones	
   into	
  the	
  water 	
  
and	
  thinking	
  about	
  Lurzwurgles 	
  and	
  Wurzlurgles 	
  and	
  his 	
   f inal 	
  
conversat ion	
  with	
  his 	
  grandfather. 	
   	
  

	
  
Ï 

	
  
On	
  the	
   last 	
  n ight 	
  of 	
  every	
  summer	
  before	
   i t 	
  was	
  t ime	
  to	
  head	
  

home,	
  when	
  the	
  plates 	
  were	
  c lear 	
  and	
  the	
  bel l ies 	
  were	
  ful l 	
  and	
  the	
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f i re 	
  had	
  sung	
   i ts 	
  song	
  and	
  everyone	
  else	
  was	
  heading	
  off 	
   to	
  s leep	
  
Str ipe	
  would	
  stay	
  with	
  up	
  with	
  Dusk, 	
   just 	
   the	
  two	
  of 	
   them	
  s itt ing	
  
near	
  the	
  calm	
  midnight 	
   f i replace. 	
  Then	
  they	
  would	
  take	
  to	
  
unravel l ing	
  the	
  fabr ic 	
  of 	
   the	
  universe. 	
  Str ipe	
  would	
  ask	
  Dusk	
  Culustro	
  
about	
  anything, 	
  absolutely 	
  anything, 	
  and	
  his 	
  grandfather	
  would	
  
answer. 	
  They’d	
  stay	
  up, 	
   the	
  evening	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  ship	
  they	
  steered	
  
together	
  towards	
  the	
  morning	
  and	
  the	
  truth. 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  once	
  shared	
  
Quincy’s 	
   theory	
  about	
  Nonsolus	
  being	
  sett led	
  by	
  Vik ings	
   from	
  a	
  
secret 	
   is land. 	
  Dusk	
  had	
   laughed	
  heart i ly . 	
   	
  

“ I ’m	
  glad	
  you	
  keep	
  fr iends	
  who	
  have	
  an	
   imaginat ion	
  Str ipe. 	
  He’s 	
  
got 	
  the	
  story	
  the	
  wrong	
  way	
  around	
  though. 	
  Vik ings	
  were	
  rebels 	
  and	
  
out laws	
  who	
  took	
  refuge	
   from 	
   the	
  Nonsolus	
  government	
  within	
  the	
  
Fury	
  Sea	
  a	
   long	
  t ime	
  ago.” 	
  

Their 	
   f inal 	
  d iscuss ion	
  had	
  been	
  a	
  big 	
  one. 	
   In 	
  hindsight 	
  Str ipe	
  
thought	
  that 	
  maybe	
  they	
  somehow	
  knew	
  it 	
  was	
  their 	
   last 	
  moment	
  
together. 	
   	
  

“So	
  what	
   is 	
   the	
  meaning	
  of 	
   l i fe 	
   then, 	
  grandpa?”	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  asked. 	
  
Dusk	
  had	
  stared	
  out 	
  at 	
   the	
  night 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he	
  were	
  draining	
  celest ia l 	
  
wisdom	
  from	
  the	
  eternal 	
  stars . 	
  There	
  was	
  a 	
  moth	
  struggl ing	
  against 	
  
i ts 	
   ref lect ion	
  on	
  the	
  window;	
   i t 	
   looked	
   l ike	
   i t 	
  was	
  try ing	
  to	
  reunite	
   i ts 	
  
d iv ided	
  halves. 	
  Dusk	
  pointed	
  at 	
   i t . 	
  

“Some	
  animals 	
   inspire	
  phi losophy	
  and	
  debate	
  about	
  what	
   l i fe 	
   is . 	
  
For 	
  us 	
  the	
  creatures	
  beyond	
  and	
  within	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea	
  especial ly . 	
  
Most ly 	
  because	
  they’re	
  di f ferent 	
  enough	
  to	
  chal lenge	
  what	
  we	
  
know.”	
  

He	
  paused. 	
  
“The	
  phantom	
  Benguins	
  – 	
   from	
  the	
   is les 	
  up	
  North	
  –	
  are	
  often	
  

argued	
  to	
  be	
  ghosts. 	
  Others 	
  say	
  that 	
   just 	
  because	
  they’re	
   large, 	
  dark, 	
  
foot less 	
  wisp-­‐trai led, 	
  v is ib i l i ty 	
  chal lenged	
  anomal ies 	
  with	
  g lowing	
  
white	
  eyes	
  and	
  strange	
  powers	
  doesn’t 	
  mean	
  they’re	
  ghosts.” 	
  

I f 	
   i t 	
  was	
  possible 	
   for 	
  Str ipe	
  to	
  pay	
  any	
  more	
  attent ion	
  than	
  he	
  had	
  
been	
  before, 	
  he	
  did	
  so	
  now.	
  When	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  younger	
  Dusk	
  would	
  
tel l 	
  h im	
  stor ies 	
  about	
  strange	
  creatures	
   from	
  the	
  North. 	
  Real ly 	
  
strange	
  creatures. 	
  Not 	
  the	
  strange	
  ones	
  everyone	
  sort 	
  of 	
  
acknowledged	
  existed	
  or 	
  had	
  existed. 	
  As	
  Str ipe	
  grew	
  older 	
  he	
  grew	
  
more	
  sceptical , 	
  but 	
  here	
  was	
  Dusk	
  mentioning	
  them	
  again. 	
  From	
  
about	
  the	
  t ime	
  he	
  turned	
  10, 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  begun	
  to	
  see	
  his 	
  
grandfather’s 	
  stor ies 	
  as 	
  colourful 	
  embel l ishments. 	
   	
  Now	
  his 	
  once-­‐
stable	
  universe	
  has	
  being	
   jost led	
  with	
  each	
  word	
  his 	
  grandfather	
  
spoke. 	
  Was	
  this 	
  a 	
   joke	
  or 	
  was	
  his 	
  grandfather	
  being	
  ser ious?	
  Maybe	
  
both	
   i f 	
   that 	
  was	
  poss ible?	
  Dusk	
  smi led	
  to	
  himself . 	
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“Another	
   interest ing	
  creature	
   is 	
   the	
   Inverted	
  Giraffe. 	
   I ’ve	
  had	
  the	
  
good	
  fortune	
  of 	
  seeing	
  one.” 	
  

Although	
  his 	
  eyes	
  were	
  s l ight ly 	
  g lazed	
  and	
  pale	
  they	
  g l istened	
  as 	
  
he	
  spoke. 	
  

“ It 	
  has 	
  a 	
  neck	
  that’s 	
  over 	
  negat ive	
  12	
  feet 	
   long, 	
  which	
   i t 	
  uses	
  to	
  
graze	
  on	
  subterranean	
  root 	
  network	
  matter. 	
  Of 	
  course	
  a l l 	
  a 	
  spectator 	
  
sees	
   is 	
  a 	
   four 	
   legged	
  body	
  aimless ly 	
  wondering	
  around	
  a	
   f ie ld. 	
  The	
  
neck	
  and	
   i ts 	
  head	
  are	
  said	
  to	
  be	
  ant imatter 	
  and	
  the	
  body	
  serves	
  as 	
   i ts 	
  
anchor	
  to	
  real i ty…	
  And	
  then	
  there	
   is 	
   the	
  Wurzlurgle	
  and	
  the	
  
Lurzwurgle. 	
  The	
  Wurzlurgle	
   is 	
  a 	
  medium	
  sized	
  f ish-­‐ l ike	
  creature. 	
  The	
  
Lurzwurgle, 	
  on	
  the	
  other	
  hand	
  resembles	
  a	
  sugar 	
  g l ider. 	
  Wel l , 	
  a 	
  sugar 	
  
g l ider 	
  mixed	
  with	
  a 	
  weasel . 	
  

“Two	
  ent irely 	
  separate	
  beings	
  – 	
  except	
  that 	
  they’re	
  not. 	
   	
  They’re	
  
the	
  same	
  beings. 	
  Lurzwurgle's 	
  are	
  compel led	
  by	
  some	
  unknown	
  force	
  
to	
   leap	
  off 	
  heights 	
  and	
  crash	
   into	
   large	
  bodies 	
  of 	
  water. 	
  They	
  then	
  
s ink	
  and	
  out 	
  of 	
   their 	
  mouths	
  –	
  pop	
  -­‐ 	
  a 	
  Wurzlurgle	
  rockets 	
  out 	
   into	
  
existence. 	
  The	
  Lurzwurgle’s 	
  pelt 	
   then	
  dr i fts 	
  soft ly 	
   to	
  the	
  bottom	
  of 	
  
the	
  ocean	
   l ike	
  a 	
   feather	
   fa l l ing. 	
  The	
  Wurzlurgle	
  on	
  the	
  other	
  hand	
  
beaches	
   i tsel f 	
  and	
  out 	
  of 	
   i ts 	
  mouth	
  a	
  Lurzwurgle	
  dashes, 	
   running	
  
away	
  from	
  the	
  water’s 	
  edge	
   into	
  safety	
   from	
  aquatic 	
  predators. 	
  The	
  
Fury	
  Sea	
  actual ly 	
  used	
  to	
  be	
  the	
  Furry	
  Sea	
  you	
  know.	
   In 	
  t imes	
  very	
  
few	
  remember	
  and	
  even	
  fewer	
  wish	
  to. 	
  

“The	
  name	
  was	
  easier 	
   to	
  change	
  after 	
  we	
  virtual ly 	
  drove	
  the	
   l i t t le 	
  
fe l lows	
   into	
  ext inct ion. 	
  The	
  fact 	
   that 	
  they	
  exist 	
   terr ib ly 	
  upsets 	
  a 	
   lot 	
  
of 	
  people	
  and	
  we’ve	
  made	
  a	
  concerted	
  effort 	
   in 	
  Nonsolus	
  to	
  try 	
  
ignore	
   i t . 	
   I f 	
  a 	
  sc ient ist 	
  even	
  mentions	
  them	
  they	
  could	
  ruin	
  their 	
  
career. 	
  People	
   ignore	
  the	
  whole	
  of 	
  Nornth, 	
   to	
  be	
  honest. 	
   I t ’s 	
  no	
  
coincidence	
  we	
  don’t 	
  have	
  a	
  ra i lway	
  going	
  up	
  here.	
  They	
  f ind	
   i t 	
  a l l 	
  
too	
  strange. 	
   I t ’s 	
   too	
   inconsistent 	
   for 	
  them.	
   I t ’s 	
  d isturbingly 	
  
inconsistent, 	
  magical ly 	
   inconsistent. 	
   I t 	
  changes	
  our	
  understanding	
  of 	
  
everything. 	
  Everything	
  gets 	
  c lass i f ied, 	
  everything	
  gets 	
  named	
  and	
  we	
  
know	
  what	
  those	
  things	
  are, 	
  but 	
  to	
  have	
  something	
  that’s 	
  both	
  a	
   f ish	
  
and	
  a	
  mammal 	
   -­‐ 	
   that’s 	
  r id iculous. 	
  We	
   l ike	
  bubbles, 	
  our 	
  whole	
  world	
  
is 	
  a 	
  bubble	
  and	
  people	
  put 	
   in 	
  a 	
   lot 	
  of 	
  effort 	
   to	
  keep	
   i t 	
   that 	
  way. 	
   I f 	
  
only 	
  you	
  knew	
  how	
  much, 	
  Str ipe. 	
  

“ In 	
  the	
  past 	
  before	
  they	
  were	
  rare	
  enough	
  to	
  be	
  denied	
  as 	
  
exist ing, 	
  some	
  would	
  ral ly 	
  against 	
  Wurzlurgles 	
  and	
  Lurzwurgles 	
  being	
  
the	
  same	
  creature. 	
  Government	
  types. 	
  There	
  was	
  a 	
  theory	
  that 	
  
they’re	
  two	
  separate	
  creatures	
   locked	
   in 	
  a 	
  mutual 	
  partnership. 	
  The	
  
Lurzwurgle	
  hibernates	
   in 	
  the	
  f ish	
  and	
  the	
  Wurzlurgle	
  hibernates	
   in 	
  
the	
  furry 	
   f ly ing	
  weasel 	
  creature	
  and	
  there	
   is 	
  no	
  natural 	
  connect ion	
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between	
  the	
  two. 	
  They	
  are	
   just 	
  conspir ing	
  partners 	
   in 	
  an	
  audacious	
  
scheme	
  to	
  survive.” 	
  

Dusk	
   looked	
  to	
  some	
  place	
  further	
  than	
  the	
  eyes	
  could	
  see	
  and	
  
smi led. 	
   	
  

“L i fe 	
   is 	
   truly 	
  amazing.” 	
  
“But 	
  grandpa. 	
  You	
  haven’t 	
  answered	
  my	
  quest ion,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  Not	
  

sure	
  what	
  to	
  make	
  of 	
  his 	
  grandfather’s 	
  story. 	
  
Dusk	
  turned	
  back	
  and	
  smi led. 	
   	
  
“Come	
  outs ide.” 	
  
They	
  had	
  walked	
  out 	
  onto	
  the	
  same	
  pier 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  s i tt ing	
  on	
  now.	
   	
  
The	
  morning	
  was	
  approaching	
  and	
  Dusk	
  had	
   led	
  Str ipe	
  to	
  the	
  very	
  

edge	
  of 	
   the	
  walkway. 	
  He	
  withdrew	
  a	
  chocolate	
  biscuit 	
   from	
  his 	
  
pocket 	
  and	
  tossed	
   i t 	
  across 	
  the	
  sparkl ing	
  water. 	
   I t 	
  sk ipped	
  three	
  
t imes	
  and	
  was	
  suddenly 	
   intercepted	
  by	
  a 	
   large	
  f ish	
   launching	
   l ike	
  a 	
  
scaly 	
  miss i le 	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  water. 	
   I t 	
  swam	
  its 	
  way	
  up	
  to	
  Dusk	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  
and	
   looked	
  at 	
   them	
  with	
  str ik ingly 	
   intel l igent 	
  eyes. 	
  Without	
  any	
  
warning	
  the	
  f ish	
  vaulted	
  up	
  onto	
  the	
  wooden	
  walkway	
  and	
  thrashed	
  
around	
  madly. 	
  Then	
   i t 	
  went	
   l imp	
  and	
  s lumped	
  onto	
  the	
  wood	
  with	
  a 	
  
wet	
  plop. 	
  After 	
  a 	
  br ief 	
  st i l lness, 	
  a 	
  s lender	
   furry 	
  creature	
  with	
  a 	
   foxy	
  
copper	
  coat	
  burst 	
  out 	
  of 	
   i ts 	
  mouth	
  and	
  sat 	
  at 	
  Dusk’s 	
  shoes	
  star ing	
  up	
  
attent ively. 	
   	
  

“Good	
   job	
  gir l ,” 	
  sa id	
  Dusk	
  and	
  produced	
  another	
  biscuit . 	
  The	
  
creature	
  took	
   i t 	
  and	
  ran	
  away	
  past 	
  Str ipe	
  and	
   into	
  the	
  garden.	
  

“Took	
  me	
  ages	
  to	
  train	
  her,” 	
  sa id	
  a 	
  smi l ing	
  Dusk. 	
  He	
  paused	
  and	
  
his 	
   face	
  grew	
  ser ious. 	
   	
  

“ I f 	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  know	
  the	
  meaning	
  of 	
   l i fe 	
   just 	
   look	
  at 	
   the	
  world	
  
Str ipe. 	
  There	
  are	
  tons	
  of 	
  meanings	
  out 	
  there: 	
  Col lect 	
  pol len	
  and	
  
make	
  honey. 	
  Howl 	
  at 	
   the	
  moon	
  and	
  ki l l 	
  deer. 	
   Jump	
  off 	
  an	
   impossibly 	
  
ta l l 	
  height 	
  shatter 	
  your	
  bones	
  and	
  become	
  a	
   f ish. 	
  Die	
  and	
  spit 	
  out 	
  a 	
  
fuzzy	
   i terat ion	
  of 	
  yourself…. 	
  The	
  possibi l i t ies 	
  are	
  endless. 	
  One	
  day	
  
you’ l l 	
  get 	
  to	
  choose	
  your	
  own.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  had	
  spent	
  the	
  whole	
  year 	
  considering	
  that 	
  moment. 	
  
Sometimes	
  he	
  was	
  convinced	
   i t 	
  had	
  been	
  a	
  dream	
  and	
  other	
  t imes	
  he	
  
was	
  sure	
   i t 	
  wasn’t . 	
  People	
  were	
  aware	
  of 	
  the	
  myster ious	
   is lands	
  that 	
  
contained	
  ancient 	
  creatures	
  with	
  a 	
  propensity 	
  to	
  defy	
  a l l 	
   logic 	
  and	
  
reason. 	
  They	
  were	
  most ly 	
  ext inct 	
  and	
  the	
   is les 	
  tended	
  to	
  be	
  
frequented	
  by	
  archaeologists 	
  and	
  palaeontologists . 	
  Now,	
  a lone	
  on	
  
the	
  pier , 	
  Str ipe	
  thought	
  about	
  a l l 	
  of 	
   the	
  quest ions	
  he	
  had	
  never	
  got 	
  
to	
  ask	
  his 	
  grandfather. 	
  Quest ions	
  concerning	
  Dusk’s 	
  old	
  stor ies 	
  about	
  
g iant 	
  caves	
  that 	
  concealed	
  ancient 	
  treasures, 	
  about	
  Space	
  Rivers 	
  
f lowing	
  with	
  dark	
   inky	
   inf in ity 	
  and	
  sparkl ing	
  stars 	
  or 	
   fearsome	
  
L izz lers 	
   large	
  enough	
  to	
  drag	
  a 	
  grown	
  man	
   into	
  the	
  shadows	
  and	
  
never	
   let 	
  h im	
  go	
  had	
  gone	
  from	
  being	
  s ix-­‐year-­‐old	
  Str ipe	
  facts 	
   to	
  ten-­‐ 	
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year-­‐old	
  Str ipe	
  stor ies.  The	
  Lurzwurgle	
  / 	
  Wurzlurgle	
   incident	
   last 	
  
summer	
  had	
  certainly 	
  turned	
  that 	
  upside	
  down. 	
    

As	
  they	
  went	
   ins ide	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  asked	
  his 	
  grandfather	
  a 	
   f inal 	
  
quest ion. 	
  

“ Is 	
  magic 	
  real?” 	
   	
  
Dusk	
  had	
  pointed	
  to	
  the	
  f i re. 	
  
“What’s 	
   that?” 	
  
“A	
  f i re,” 	
  answered	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“And	
  how	
  does	
   i t 	
  work?”	
  said	
  Dusk. 	
  
“Wel l 	
   i t ’s…	
   i t ’s 	
  an	
  area	
  of 	
   intense	
  heat 	
  that, 	
  um…	
  turns	
   into	
  a 	
  red	
  

dancing	
  thing…”	
  Str ipe	
  went	
  quiet , 	
  words	
  c lear ly 	
   fa i l ing	
  him.	
  
“Sounds	
   l ike	
  magic 	
  to	
  me,” 	
  said	
  Dusk	
  and	
  went	
  upstairs . 	
  That 	
  was	
  

the	
   last 	
   t ime	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  seen	
  him.	
  
Str ipe	
  wondered	
  what	
  his 	
   travels 	
  would	
  br ing. 	
  How	
  real 	
  had	
  his 	
  

grandfather’s 	
  p layful 	
  adventure	
  stor ies 	
  been?	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  tr ied	
  
mentioning	
  his 	
  strange	
  evening	
  with	
  his 	
  grandfather	
  to	
  Quincy	
  who	
  
had	
  thought	
   i t 	
  was	
  a 	
  great 	
   joke	
  and	
   laughed	
  at 	
   i t 	
  amiably. 	
  The	
  
funeral 	
  seemed	
  a	
  c lear 	
   indicat ion	
  that 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  stumbled	
  across 	
  
something	
  real 	
  and	
  that 	
  he	
  should	
  expect 	
  strange	
  new	
  things. 	
  He	
  dug	
  
in 	
  his 	
  pocket 	
  and	
  took	
  out 	
  a 	
  chocolate	
  biscuit 	
  salvaged	
  from	
  the	
  
k itchen. 	
  He	
  tossed	
   i t 	
   into	
  the	
  water 	
  and	
  went	
  back	
  to	
  bed. 	
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4. 	
  
	
  

ACROSS	
  THE	
  FURY	
  SEA	
  
	
  

The	
  next 	
  morning	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  a	
  smal l 	
  parcel 	
  wait ing	
   for 	
  him	
  at 	
  the	
  
breakfast 	
   table. 	
  His 	
   fami ly 	
  watched	
  as 	
  he	
  unwrapped	
   i t 	
  and	
  found	
  a	
  
dark	
  ashen	
   leaf 	
   that 	
  g l immered	
   in 	
  speckles 	
  against 	
   the	
  ear ly 	
   l ight 	
  as 	
  
i f 	
   i t 	
  was	
  coated	
   in 	
  a 	
  thousand	
  pin	
  s ized	
  drops	
  of 	
  morning	
  dew.	
  The	
  
leaf ’s 	
  pet iole	
  spl i t 	
   into	
  two	
  strands	
  of 	
   f ine	
  chain	
  that 	
  met	
  again	
  to	
  
form	
  a	
  necklace	
   loop. 	
  Str ipe	
  gently 	
  put 	
   i t 	
  down. 	
  A	
  smal l 	
  note	
  rested	
  
under	
  the	
  necklace. 	
   	
  

	
  
 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
   lump	
  grow	
   in	
  his 	
   throat 	
  as 	
  he	
  read	
  the	
  note	
  out 	
  to	
  his 	
  

family. 	
  He	
  passed	
  the	
  necklace	
  over	
  to	
  E l len	
  who	
  examined	
   i t 	
   in 	
  
wonder. 	
   In 	
  s i lence	
  the	
   leaf 	
  was	
  passed	
  s lowly	
  around	
  the	
  table	
  unt i l 	
  
i t 	
  made	
   i ts 	
  way	
  back	
  to	
  Str ipe. 	
  Everyone	
  watched	
  as 	
  Str ipe	
  tenderly 	
  
placed	
  the	
  necklace	
  around	
  his 	
  neck. 	
   I t 	
   fe lt 	
   impossibly 	
   l ight 	
  and	
  
del icate, 	
   just 	
   l ike	
  the	
  smal l 	
  moment	
  he	
  had	
  shared	
  with	
  his 	
   fami ly. 	
  
Even	
  F ispire	
  had	
  surrendered	
  to	
  the	
  tender	
  quiet . 	
  

Talk 	
  between	
  the	
  Culustro	
   family 	
  was	
   l ight 	
  that 	
  morning, 	
   the	
  k ind	
  
of 	
   ta lk 	
   that 	
  was	
  used	
  to	
   f i l l 	
  up	
   l i fe 	
  when	
   i t 	
  was	
  wait ing	
   for 	
  something	
  
to	
  happen	
  before	
   i t 	
  could	
  go	
  on. 	
  Eventual ly 	
  Str ipe	
  found	
  himself 	
  
watching	
  El len, 	
  Aero	
  and	
  F ispire	
  wave	
  goodbye	
  to	
  him	
  whi le 	
  
Maelstrom	
  rowed	
  him	
  out 	
  across 	
  the	
  dark, 	
  g l immering	
  water 	
  of 	
   the	
  
Fury	
  Sea. 	
  The	
  water 	
  was	
  choppy, 	
  a 	
  myriad	
  of 	
  navy	
  blue, 	
  crystal l ine	
  
mountains	
  r is ing	
  and	
  fa l l ing	
  endless ly . 	
  Then	
  Maelstrom	
  spoke. 	
  

“Str ipe. 	
   I 	
  know	
  this 	
  might 	
  seem	
  out	
  of 	
  character 	
  coming	
  from	
  me.” 	
  
Str ipe	
  felt 	
  h imself 	
   tense. 	
  

 
Th is  l eaf ,  has  been 

crafted ou t  of the ashes  of 

Dusk Cu lus tro .  He w is hes  i t  

be re leased in to the 

E n d l e s s  R i v e r  so that 

i t  may sa i l  throu gh  and 

beyond everyth in g he has  
ever known .  
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“But	
   I 	
  need	
  you	
  to	
  know	
  that 	
   I ’ve	
  never	
  meant	
  to	
  be	
  harsh	
  on	
  you. 	
  
I ’ve	
  a lways	
  been	
  the	
  one	
  who’s 	
  had	
  to	
  push	
  you	
  so	
  you	
  can	
  reach	
  
further	
  than	
  you	
  ever	
  thought	
  you	
  could.” 	
  
The	
  words	
  sunk	
   in. 	
  Maelstrom	
  had	
  always	
  g iven	
  Str ipe	
  tough	
   love, 	
  
the	
  k ind	
  of 	
   love	
  that 	
  meant	
  braving	
  a 	
  ta l l , 	
  d i f f icult 	
  mountain	
  to	
  pluck	
  
rare	
  fruit , 	
  so	
  that 	
  you	
  could	
  have	
  your	
   favourite-­‐f lavoured	
  pie	
   later 	
  
in 	
  absolute	
  comfort . 	
  He	
  nodded. 	
  They	
  rowed	
  on	
   in 	
  s i lence. 	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End	
  
receding	
   into	
  the	
  growing	
  expanse	
  of 	
  water 	
  and	
  mist . 	
  As 	
  Str ipe	
  
looked	
  back	
  he	
  noticed	
  a	
   f ish, 	
  with	
  part icular ly 	
  br ight 	
  eyes, 	
   r id ing	
   in 	
  
the	
  boat’s 	
  s l ipstream.	
   	
  

	
  “You’re	
  r ight,” 	
  said	
  Maelstrom.	
   	
  
“Right 	
  about	
  what?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“ It ’s 	
  a 	
  Wurzlurgle,” 	
  said	
  Maelstrom.	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  watched	
  the	
  f ish’s 	
  acrobat ics 	
  keep	
  pace	
  behind	
  them	
  l ike	
   i t 	
  

was	
  a 	
  c lown	
  audit ioning	
  for 	
  a 	
  moving	
  c ircus	
  that 	
  was	
   leaving	
  without	
  
i t . 	
   	
  

“ I 	
  have	
  no	
   idea	
  what	
   I ’m	
   in 	
   for , 	
  do	
   I?” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“No,” 	
  repl ied	
  Maelstrom.	
  “But	
   I 	
  suppose	
  that’s 	
  what	
  makes	
   i t 	
  what	
  

i t 	
   i s .” 	
  
The	
  boat 	
  began	
  to	
  draw	
  near	
  an	
   is land	
  shrouded	
   in 	
  mist . 	
  Mist 	
  

seemed	
  to	
  be	
  the	
  chief 	
  export 	
  of 	
   this 	
  area. 	
  As	
  the	
  boat 	
  neared	
  the	
  
shorel ine	
  Str ipe	
  not iced	
  something	
  that 	
   looked	
   l ike	
  a 	
  rabbit 	
  with	
  
ant lers 	
  run	
   into	
  the	
  dense	
  fol iage	
  that 	
  webbed	
  the	
  rocky	
   landscape. 	
  
He	
  shook	
  his 	
  head, 	
   the	
  g l impse	
  being	
  too	
  quick	
   for 	
  him	
  to	
  quite	
  
comprehend. 	
  He	
  felt 	
  a 	
  sense	
  of 	
  strangeness	
  crawl ing	
   in 	
  his 	
  gut 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
the	
  previous	
  day’s 	
  pecul iar i ty 	
  had	
  fermented	
   in 	
  his 	
  stomach	
  and	
  was	
  
now	
  returning	
  with	
  a 	
  vengeance. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  hugged	
  Maelstrom	
  goodbye, 	
  a 	
  hug	
  that 	
  showed	
  how	
  much	
  
he	
  appreciated	
  what	
  she’d	
  said	
   in 	
  the	
  boat, 	
  and	
  watched	
  her	
  row	
  
away	
   in 	
  a 	
  trance. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   l ike	
  this 	
  new	
  world	
  was	
  a 	
  software	
  update	
  
and	
  he	
  was	
  suspended	
   in 	
  a 	
  stupef ied	
  buffer ing	
  state, 	
  h is 	
  heart 	
  a 	
   fan	
  
whirr ing	
   fur iously 	
  and	
  his 	
  mind	
  a	
   fuzzy	
  c loud	
  of 	
  scrambled	
  data	
  
i roning	
   i tsel f 	
  out 	
  achingly 	
  s lowly. 	
  When	
  Maelstrom	
  was	
  nearly 	
  out 	
  of 	
  
s ight, 	
  Str ipe	
  real ised	
  he	
  didn’t 	
  know	
  where	
  to	
  go, 	
  or 	
  how	
  to	
  get 	
  back	
  
once	
  he’d	
  been	
  there. 	
  Before	
  he	
  could	
  cal l 	
  out 	
  he	
  noticed	
  a	
  s l im	
  
s i lhouette	
  creep	
  up	
  onto	
  her 	
  shoulder 	
  and	
  then	
  she	
  was	
  gone. 	
  
Maelstrom	
  and	
  the	
  Wurzlurgle, 	
  now	
  a	
  Lurzwurgle, 	
  sa i l ing	
  away	
   into	
  
the	
  known	
  and	
   leaving	
  Str ipe	
   in 	
  the	
  realm	
  of 	
  absolute	
  strangeness. 	
   	
  

The	
  fol iage	
  was	
  dense	
  and	
  undisc ipl ined; 	
  nothing	
  seemed	
  to	
  grow	
  
in	
   isolat ion. 	
  Branches	
  twisted	
   into	
  other	
  branches	
  and	
  sprawl ing	
  
v ines	
  and	
   leaves	
  weaved	
  across 	
  the	
  ent ire	
   forest 	
   l ike	
  an	
  endless 	
  
botanic 	
  spider 	
  web. 	
  Str ipe	
  hovered	
  before	
  the	
  trees	
   l ike	
  a 	
   lonely 	
  
tennis 	
  bal l 	
   that 	
  had	
  been	
  vaulted	
   into	
  some	
  strange	
  and	
  distant 	
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neighbour’s 	
  a l ien	
  garden. 	
  The	
  musty	
  and	
  salty 	
  a ir 	
   tasted	
  strange	
   in 	
  
Str ipe’s 	
  mouth. 	
  He	
  felt 	
  h is 	
  breathing	
  growing	
  heavy. 	
   	
  

	
  Now	
  what?	
  Now	
  what?	
  Now	
  what?	
  hammered	
  his 	
  head	
  and	
  heart 	
  
in 	
  synch. 	
  Str ipe	
  scanned	
  his 	
  surroundings	
  and	
  to	
  his 	
   rel ief 	
  spotted	
  
what	
  appeared	
  to	
  be	
  a	
  path. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  subtle 	
  path, 	
  more	
  the	
  
suggest ion	
  of 	
  something	
  that 	
  had	
  once	
  been	
  a	
  path	
  and	
  had	
  given	
   i t 	
  
up	
  for 	
  some	
  other	
  career. 	
  But 	
   i t 	
  was	
  st i l l 	
  a 	
  path	
  al l 	
   the	
  same	
  and	
  
Str ipe	
  fol lowed	
  the	
  twist ing	
  and	
  turning	
  road	
   into	
  the	
  gloom	
  of 	
  the	
  
fol iage. 	
   	
  

Eventual ly , 	
  after 	
  15	
  minutes	
  of 	
  vault ing	
  and	
  scrambl ing, 	
   the	
  
vegetat ion	
  receded	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  found	
  himself 	
  walk ing	
  a long	
  an	
  empty	
  
grey	
  c lear ing	
  before	
  the	
   is land’s 	
  mountains. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  the	
  k ind	
  of 	
  place	
  
where	
  the	
  wind	
  was	
  audible, 	
  not 	
  because	
   i t 	
  was	
  part icular ly 	
   loud	
  or 	
  
strong, 	
  but 	
  because	
  everything	
  else	
  was	
  profoundly 	
  s i lent. 	
  The	
  path	
  
crawled	
  up	
  to	
  a 	
  s lope	
  where	
   i ts 	
  parenthesis 	
  of 	
  stony	
  mountain	
  
s l ipped	
  suddenly 	
  and	
  sheepishly 	
  away. 	
  As	
  Str ipe	
  padded	
  forward, 	
   the	
  
is land’s 	
   incorr ig ible	
  swir l ing	
  mist 	
   f lowed	
  around	
  him	
   l ike	
  the	
  eddies 	
  
of 	
  a 	
  phantom	
  r iver. 	
  The	
  crunch	
  of 	
   the	
  gravel , 	
   the	
  sound	
  of 	
  his 	
  breath	
  
and	
  the	
  start l ing	
  t ick 	
  of 	
  his 	
  usual ly 	
  s i lent 	
  wristwatch	
  punctuated	
  
each	
  step. 	
  At 	
   the	
  summit 	
  of 	
   the	
  s lope, 	
   the	
  path	
  ended	
  and	
  a	
   long	
  
r ickety	
  br idge	
  began. 	
  A	
  decrepit 	
  s ign	
  crouched	
  next 	
  to	
   i t : 	
  

	
  
	
  

THE LONG-SHORT BRIDGE / 
FURRY SEA 

	
  
	
  
	
  
‘Fury’ 	
  was	
  spelt 	
   ‘Furry’ 	
  Str ipe	
  noted, 	
  before	
  turning	
  his 	
  attent ion	
  

to	
  the	
  br idge	
   i tsel f . 	
  
There	
  was	
  something	
  grey	
  and	
  ancient 	
  about	
   i t , 	
   l ike	
   i t 	
  was	
  older 	
  

and	
  had	
  existed	
  far 	
   longer	
  than	
  the	
   landscape	
   i t 	
   leapt 	
   from.	
   I ts 	
  
dangl ing	
  r ibs 	
  seemed	
  to	
  swel l 	
  and	
  distend	
  with	
  the	
  breeze. 	
  Str ipe	
  
paused, 	
  held	
  his 	
  breath	
  and	
  gently 	
  stretched	
  out 	
  his 	
   left 	
   foot 	
  toward	
  
the	
  br idge	
  as 	
   i f 	
   test ing	
  a 	
  potentia l ly 	
   freezing	
   lake	
  before	
  a 	
  swim.	
   I t 	
  
met	
  his 	
  weight 	
   f i rmly, 	
  with	
  a 	
  taut, 	
  agreeable	
  creaking. 	
  Str ipe	
  
couldn’t 	
  help	
  but 	
  not ice	
  the	
  choppy	
  expanse	
  of 	
   the	
  Fury	
  Sea	
  below	
  
him	
  or 	
  how	
  thin	
  the	
  br idge’s 	
  shadow	
  became	
  along	
  the	
  water’s 	
  
surface. 	
   	
  Nevertheless 	
  he	
  continued, 	
  another	
  step	
  adding	
  to	
  his 	
  
reassurance	
  that 	
  the	
  br idge	
  was	
  trustworthy. 	
  He	
  turned	
  to	
   look	
  back	
  
one	
   last 	
   t ime	
  and	
  found	
  that 	
  the	
  opening	
  which	
  had	
  marked	
  the	
  
beginning	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge	
  was	
  extremely	
   far 	
  away. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  as 	
   i f , 	
  when	
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Str ipe	
  had	
  turned	
  his 	
  back, 	
   the	
  geography	
  had	
  quickly 	
  got 	
  up	
  and	
  
s l inked	
  away	
  from	
  him	
   l ike	
  some	
  unrel iable	
  sheepdog, 	
  only 	
  to	
   freeze	
  
nervously 	
  when	
  his 	
  gaze	
  returned. 	
  Str ipe	
  took	
  a 	
   few	
  more	
  paces	
  
a long	
  the	
  br idge	
  and	
  found	
  the	
  weather	
  began	
  to	
  grow	
  exponentia l ly 	
  
c learer. 	
  He	
  turned	
  back	
  and	
  f l inched	
  at 	
   the	
  s ight 	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge	
  
stretching	
   impossibly 	
   far 	
   from	
  him	
  under	
  a 	
  c lear 	
  day	
  and	
  over	
  a 	
  
br ight 	
  blue	
  body	
  of 	
  water. 	
  The	
  br idge’s 	
  backward	
  trajectory	
  unfolded	
  
toward	
  a	
  distant 	
  c luster 	
  of 	
  c louds	
  that 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  easi ly 	
  block	
  out 	
  
with	
  a 	
  s ingle	
  ra ised	
  palm. 	
  

Thoughtful ly , 	
  Str ipe	
  took	
  off 	
  h is 	
  sun	
  hat 	
  and	
   looped	
   i t 	
  by	
   i ts 	
  safety	
  
cord	
  around	
  the	
  br idge’s 	
  handrai l . 	
  He	
  turned	
  his 	
  back	
  to	
  the	
  hat 	
  took	
  
f ive	
  paces	
  and	
  spun	
  round	
  to	
  see	
  the	
  hat, 	
  smal l 	
  and	
  distant , 	
  down	
  
the	
   long	
  path	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge. 	
  Str ipe	
  stepped	
  toward	
  the	
  hat 	
  and	
   i t 	
  
seemed	
  to	
  zoom	
  towards	
  him	
   l ike	
  an	
   image	
  on	
  a	
  screen. 	
  Str ipe	
  
thoughtful ly 	
  put 	
  his 	
  hat 	
  back	
  on	
  and	
  felt 	
  an	
   idea	
  begin	
  to	
  burn	
  
through	
  his 	
  mind. 	
   	
  

He	
   looked	
  down	
  The	
  Long-­‐Short 	
  Br idge	
  and	
  began	
  to	
  run. 	
  
The	
  effect 	
  was	
   instantaneous. 	
  The	
  handrai ls 	
  a longside	
  him	
  began	
  

to	
  blur 	
  past 	
   l ike	
  threaded	
  rai lway	
   l ines, 	
   the	
  g l istening	
  sparkles 	
  of 	
   the	
  
ocean	
  di f fused	
   into	
  a 	
  radiant 	
  sheen	
  and	
  the	
  br idge	
  unfolded	
  wi ldly 	
  
l ike	
   i t 	
  was	
  rushing	
  towards	
  him. 	
  Str ipe	
  s lowed	
  down	
  for 	
  a 	
  moment, 	
  
breathless, 	
  not 	
  quite	
  used	
  to	
  the	
  sensat ion	
  he	
  was	
  discovering. 	
  He’d	
  
r idden	
  on	
  an	
  electr ic 	
   tra in	
  before, 	
  but 	
  there	
  was	
  an	
  overhwelming	
  
directness 	
   in 	
  this . 	
  The	
  speed	
  and	
  distance	
  weren’t 	
   f i l tered	
  through	
  
screens	
  or 	
  windows	
  or 	
  a 	
  sense	
  of 	
  being	
  contained	
  within	
  some	
  other	
  
motion. 	
  This 	
  was	
  him. 	
  This 	
  was	
  Str ipe. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   l ike	
   f l ight 	
  without	
  
wings. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   freedom.	
  

Feel ing	
  his 	
  mind	
  adjust 	
   to	
  the	
  physics 	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge, 	
  Str ipe	
  took	
  off 	
  
again	
   -­‐ 	
   this 	
   t ime	
  at 	
  a 	
   ful l 	
  spr int . 	
  C louds	
  shot 	
  past 	
   l ike	
  snowbal l 	
  
meteors, 	
   the	
  ocean	
  became	
  a	
  s i lver 	
  g low,	
  and	
  as 	
  he	
  gained	
  speed	
  the	
  
br idge	
  began	
  to	
   feel 	
   l ike	
  the	
  only 	
  constant 	
  thing	
   in 	
  the	
  world. 	
  The	
  
weather	
  unfolded	
   l ike	
  a 	
  paint ing	
   in 	
  motion, 	
   the	
  sky	
  darkened, 	
  c louds	
  
crashed	
  and	
  twisted, 	
  ra in	
  and	
  thunder	
  f lashed	
  by. 	
  The	
  storm	
  
diss ipated	
   in 	
  ten	
  steps	
  and	
  suddenly	
  a 	
  mass	
  of 	
   land	
  was	
  blossoming	
  
in 	
   front 	
  of 	
  Str ipe	
  –	
  rol l ing	
  hi l ls , 	
  green	
  meadows	
  and	
  ancient 	
  stones	
  
a l l 	
  growing	
  and	
  expanding	
  toward	
  him. 	
  

	
  
Str ipe	
  was	
  struck	
  with	
  the	
  panging	
  real izat ions: 	
  
	
  
i .  He	
  was	
  about	
  to	
  have	
  crossed	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea. 	
  
i i .  He	
  was, 	
   in 	
   fact , 	
  going	
  to	
  cross 	
   i t 	
  a 	
  b it 	
   too	
  wel l 	
  g iven	
  his 	
   fur ious	
  

velocity. 	
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A 	
   large, 	
   round	
  f igure	
  burst 	
   into	
  v iew	
  at 	
  the	
  br idge’s 	
  end	
  and	
   in 	
  

seconds	
  Str ipe	
  smacked	
   into	
   i t , 	
  sending	
  them	
  both	
  rol l ing	
  and	
  
tumbl ing	
  to	
  the	
  ground. 	
   	
  The	
  two	
  bodies 	
   lay	
  sprawled	
  against 	
   the	
  
earth, 	
  Str ipe	
  st i l l 	
   feel ing	
  a 	
  sense	
  of 	
  motion	
  despite	
  his 	
   face	
  being	
  
buried	
   in 	
  soi l . 	
   	
  He	
  groggi ly 	
  pul led	
  himself 	
   to	
  his 	
   feet 	
  and, 	
  before	
  he	
  
even	
  had	
  a	
  chance	
  to	
  check	
  on	
  the	
  other	
  person, 	
  heard	
  a 	
   fur ious	
  
wai l . 	
  Point ing	
  a 	
   large	
  staff 	
  accusingly 	
  at 	
  Str ipe	
  with	
  one	
  hand	
  and	
  
dust ing	
   i ts 	
  baggy	
  robes	
  with	
  the	
  other 	
  was	
  a 	
  creature	
  that 	
   looked	
  
l ike	
  a 	
  ta l l 	
   raggedy	
  rodent 	
  draped	
   in 	
  a 	
  tablecloth. 	
   I t 	
  had	
  a	
  gaping	
  
overbite, 	
   long	
  wiry	
   fac ia l 	
  hair 	
  and	
  an	
  angry	
   indignant	
  quiver. 	
   	
   	
  

“Now	
  I 	
  must 	
  do	
  my	
  entrance	
  again,” 	
   i t 	
  screamed	
  and	
  trundled	
  off 	
  
behind	
  a	
   large	
  bush	
  near	
  the	
  br idge	
  mouth. 	
  Stunned, 	
  Str ipe	
  stayed	
  
where	
  he	
  was	
  star ing	
  at 	
   the	
  now	
  empty	
   landscape. 	
   I t 	
   fe lt 	
   l ike	
  the	
  
world	
  was	
  holding	
   i ts 	
  breath. 	
  The	
  creature	
  bobbled	
  out 	
  again	
  now	
  
with	
  the	
  hood	
  of 	
   i ts 	
   robe	
  covering	
   i ts 	
   face. 	
   	
  

“Go	
  back	
  then,” 	
   i t 	
  h issed. 	
  Str ipe	
  continued	
  to	
  stare. 	
  The	
  creature	
  
lamely	
  wavered	
   i ts 	
  hands	
   in 	
  the	
  direct ion	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge. 	
  Obediently , 	
  
Str ipe	
  walked	
  back	
  onto	
   i t . 	
   	
  

“Bit 	
   further,” 	
  came	
  a	
  cal l 	
   f rom	
  behind	
  the	
   large	
  bush. 	
  Str ipe	
  
fract ional ly 	
  adjusted	
  his 	
   feet 	
  and	
  was	
  suddenly	
   looking	
  at 	
   the	
  end	
  of 	
  
the	
  br idge	
  from	
  a	
  dozen	
  meters 	
  away. 	
  

As 	
   i f 	
  by	
  tr igger, 	
  a 	
  g l i tter ing	
  and	
  swir l ing	
   f lour ish	
  of 	
   fantast ic 	
  
emerald	
  smoke	
  burst 	
   into	
   l i fe 	
  at 	
   the	
  head	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge. 	
  The	
  out l ine	
  
of 	
   the	
  hooded	
  creature	
  expert ly 	
  exposed	
   i tsel f , 	
  whi le 	
  remaining	
  as 	
  a 	
  
s i lhouette, 	
  and	
  said, 	
  “Behold	
   ‘ t is 	
   I , 	
  keeper	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge, 	
   lord	
  of 	
   the	
  
keys, 	
  master 	
  of 	
  myster ies, 	
  Glubblegirth	
  the	
  Spiral-­‐Tongued. 	
   I 	
  have…”	
  
It 	
   tra i led	
  off . 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  coughing	
  fur iously 	
  on	
  the	
  smoke, 	
  which	
  had	
  
dr i fted	
  down	
  the	
  br idge	
   in 	
  his 	
  d irect ion. 	
  The	
  f igure	
  waited	
  
impatient ly 	
   for 	
  him	
  to	
  stop, 	
   tapping	
  his 	
  dark	
  curved	
  f ingernai ls 	
  
against 	
  his 	
  staff . 	
  There	
  was	
  a 	
   lu l l 	
   in 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  coughing	
  f i t 	
  and	
  the	
  
creature	
  grabbed	
  the	
  opportunity.  
 

“Three	
  r iddles, 	
  a l l 	
   three	
  for 	
  you, 	
  answer	
  them	
  swift ly , 	
  and	
  answer	
  
them	
  true	
  and	
  beyond…”	
  

Gubblegirth	
  the	
  Spiral-­‐Tongued	
  stopped	
  again	
  as 	
  Str ipe	
  burst 	
   into	
  
another	
   f i t 	
  of 	
  wheezy	
  hacks. 	
  Eventual ly 	
   they	
  subsided. 	
  

	
  “Beyond . 	
  Beyond	
  the	
  br idge, 	
   I ’ l l 	
   let 	
  you	
  through.” 	
   	
  
“But	
   I ’d 	
  a lready	
  crossed	
   i t?” 	
  volunteered	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  
Gubblegirth	
  def lated	
  s l ight ly . 	
  

	
  Str ipe	
  took	
  another	
  step	
  forward	
  and	
  Gibblegirth	
  quickly 	
  snatched	
  
up	
  a	
  smal l 	
  pouch	
  from	
  the	
  waist l ine	
  of 	
  h is 	
  belt . 	
   	
  

“Take	
  one	
  step	
  c loser 	
  and	
   I ’ l l 	
   throw	
   it 	
  at 	
  you.” 	
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“What	
   is 	
   i t?” 	
  said	
  Str ipe, 	
  expect ing	
  some	
  vic ious	
  concoct ion	
  that 	
  
would	
  eat 	
  his 	
  bones	
  and	
  dissolve	
  his 	
  c lothes. 	
   	
  

“ I t ’s 	
  one	
  of 	
  my	
  smoke	
  bombs,” 	
  said	
  the	
  creature	
  begrudgingly. 	
  
Then	
  added	
  “They’re	
  expensive	
  you	
  know,”	
  as 	
   i f 	
   that 	
  somehow	
  
loaned	
  an	
  extra	
   level 	
  of 	
   threat 	
  to	
  the	
  s i tuat ion. 	
   	
  

“Right. 	
  Riddle	
  one: 	
  What	
  goes	
  round	
  and	
  round, 	
   in 	
  the	
  dark	
  and	
   in 	
  
the	
   l ight, 	
  belongs	
  to	
   few	
  of 	
  us 	
  during	
  the	
  day	
  and	
  some	
  of 	
  us 	
  toward	
  
the	
  night?”	
  

Str ipe	
  mused	
   i t 	
  over. 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  always	
  been	
   incl ined	
  to	
  solve	
  
problems	
  and	
  answer	
  quest ions, 	
  as 	
  wel l 	
  quest ion	
  answers. 	
  
Admittedly 	
  he	
  did	
  tend	
  to	
  be	
  drawn	
  to	
  the	
  myster ies 	
  that 	
  sprouted	
  
and	
  grew	
  and	
  f lowered	
   in 	
  his 	
  own	
  head	
   instead	
  of 	
  ones	
  that 	
  were	
  
forced	
  upon	
  him. 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  the	
  k ind	
  of 	
  person	
  who	
  would	
  
relent less ly 	
  evade	
  a	
  standard	
  school 	
  quest ion	
  appropriate	
   for 	
  his 	
  age	
  
but 	
  would	
  put 	
  hours 	
   into	
  solv ing	
  his 	
  own	
  cur ios it ies 	
  about	
  the	
  world. 	
  
Ask	
  Str ipe	
  about	
  the	
   l ightning	
  farms	
  of 	
  Glengal is 	
  and	
  he’d	
  compi le 	
  a 	
  
passable	
  answer	
  at 	
   the	
   last 	
  poss ible	
  moment. 	
  Let 	
  Str ipe	
  f ind	
  a 	
  seared	
  
l ight 	
  bulb	
  out 	
   in 	
  a 	
   f ie ld 	
  whi le 	
  on	
  hol iday	
  and	
  he’d	
  personal ly 	
  
interview	
  the	
   local 	
  populace, 	
   trace	
   i t 	
   to 	
  the	
  notorious	
  Nonsolus	
  
Thunder	
  Bandits , 	
   take	
  out 	
   f ive	
  books	
   from	
  the	
   local 	
   l ibrary	
  and	
  
within	
  a 	
  week	
  would	
  have	
  an	
   impressive	
  working	
  knowledge	
  of 	
   the	
  
history	
  of 	
   the	
  Glengal is 	
   l ightning	
  farms	
  and	
  know	
  exact ly 	
  where	
  his 	
  
mystery	
   l ightbulb	
  f i t ted	
   into	
   i t 	
  a l l . 	
  Unfortunately 	
   for 	
  Str ipe	
  Nonsolus	
  
l ibrary	
  col lect ions	
  tended	
  to	
   ignore	
  things	
   l ike	
  the	
  myster ies 	
  of 	
   the	
  
Northern	
   Is les 	
  and	
  Vik ings. 	
   	
  

“Easy,” 	
  Str ipe	
  repl ied	
  to	
  Gubblegirth. 	
  “The	
  answer	
   is 	
   the	
  moon.”	
  
Gubblegirth	
  burst 	
   into	
  manic 	
   laughter, 	
  which	
  sent 	
  his 	
  ragged	
  

whiskers 	
  quiver ing. 	
  “ Incorrect , 	
   incorrect , 	
   incorrect . 	
  The	
  correct 	
  
answer	
  was	
  Time .” 	
  

Str ipe	
  felt 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he’d	
   just 	
  been	
  struck	
  across 	
  the	
  face. 	
  He	
  had	
  not 	
  
had	
  the	
  s l ightest 	
  shred	
  of 	
  doubt	
  that 	
  his 	
  answer	
  was	
  correct . 	
   I t 	
  was	
  
as 	
   i f 	
  he’d	
  put 	
  a 	
  plate	
  of 	
  noodles 	
   in 	
  the	
  microwave	
  for 	
  two	
  minutes 	
  
and	
  opened	
   i t 	
  up	
  at 	
   the	
  sound	
  of 	
   the	
  beep	
  to	
   f ind	
  a 	
  bowl 	
  of 	
  r ice	
  
ins ide. 	
   	
  

“But 	
  my	
  answer	
  makes	
  perfect 	
  sense,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe, 	
  outraged. 	
   	
  
Gubblegirth	
  repl ied	
  s lowly	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he	
  was	
  explaining	
  something	
  to	
  a 	
  

very	
  smal l 	
  chi ld. 	
  “The	
  rotat ional 	
   t ick ing	
  of 	
  a 	
  c lock	
  goes	
  around	
  al l 	
   the	
  
t ime, 	
  because	
  that 	
   is 	
  what	
   i t 	
  shows	
  us	
  – 	
  t ime	
  going	
  round. 	
  Most 	
  
people, 	
   l ike	
  me , 	
  have	
   jobs 	
   to 	
  do	
  during	
  the	
  day. 	
  A	
   few	
  –	
   l ike	
  you,” 	
  
here	
  he	
  paused	
  and	
  gave	
  Str ipe	
  a 	
   look	
  of 	
  sad	
  disapproval , 	
  “Do	
  not. 	
  
Which	
   is 	
  probably	
  what	
  got 	
  you	
  confused. 	
  More	
  people	
  have	
  the	
  



	
  

	
   	
  
35	
  

evening	
  open	
  to	
  rest 	
  and	
  engage	
   in 	
   le isure	
  and	
  so	
  t ime	
   is 	
  only 	
  truly 	
  
theirs 	
   then. 	
  Understand?”	
  

Str ipe	
  didn’t 	
   l ike	
  how	
  snidely 	
  the	
  Creature	
  had	
  dismissed	
  his 	
   lack	
  
of 	
  a 	
   job. 	
   	
  

“Yes,” 	
  he	
  said. 	
  “But	
  the	
  moon	
  also	
  constantly 	
  revolves	
  around	
  the	
  
world, 	
  dur ing	
  the	
  day	
  and	
  the	
  night 	
  a lthough	
   i t 	
   i s 	
   rarely 	
  v is ib le 	
  
during	
  the	
  day	
  and	
   is 	
  general ly 	
  only 	
  v is ib le 	
  at 	
  n ight 	
  depending	
  where	
  
you	
  are	
  and	
  how	
  clear 	
  the	
  sky	
   is .” 	
  

Gubblegirth	
  sniggered	
  at 	
  Str ipe. 	
  His 	
  sharp	
  dirty 	
  nai ls 	
  wavering	
   in 	
  
some	
  mock	
  dance. 	
   	
  

“Next 	
  r iddle,” 	
  he	
  said	
  dismiss ively. 	
  “What	
  has	
  roots 	
  of 	
  stone, 	
  a 	
   l id 	
  
of 	
  sky	
  and	
   in 	
  between	
  neither 	
  you	
  nor	
   I?” 	
  

	
  
Str ipe	
  took	
  this 	
  quest ion	
  to	
  heart . 	
  There	
  was	
  something	
  about	
  the	
  

smal l 	
  mindedness	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge-­‐keeper	
  that 	
   infur iated	
  him. 	
  He	
  was	
  
l ike	
  a 	
  personif ied	
  mult ip le-­‐choice	
  quest ion. 	
  Narrow	
  minded, 	
  
bureaucrat ic 	
  and	
   incapable	
  of 	
  any	
  f lex ibi l i ty . 	
  Roots 	
  of 	
  stone, 	
   roots 	
  of 	
  
stone 	
  he	
  turned	
   i t 	
  over 	
   in 	
  his 	
  mind. 	
   I t 	
  could	
  be…	
  wel l 	
  mountains 	
  had	
  
roots 	
  of 	
  stone	
  and	
  the	
  azure	
  could	
  be	
  considered	
  a	
   l id 	
  of 	
  sky, 	
  but 	
   in-­‐
between	
  neither 	
  him	
  nor	
  the	
  creature?	
   I t 	
  depended	
  on	
  which	
  
mountains. 	
   I t 	
  could	
  be	
  the	
  world, 	
  but 	
  again	
  they	
  were	
  both	
   in 	
  the	
  
world. 	
  A	
   l id 	
  of 	
  sky	
  – 	
  and	
  suddenly 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  a	
   f lash	
  memory	
  of 	
  a 	
  
story	
  his 	
  grandfather 	
  had	
  told	
  him	
  about	
  a 	
  man	
  that 	
  had	
  to	
  go	
  down	
  
a	
  wel l . 	
   I t 	
  was	
  something	
  to	
  do	
  with	
  a 	
  golden	
  f lute	
  at 	
   the	
  bottom.	
  He	
  
had	
  to	
   fetch	
   i t 	
  out, 	
  or 	
  was	
   i t 	
  conceal 	
   i t 	
   in 	
   i ts 	
  depths?	
  Str ipe	
  wasn’t 	
  
sure. 	
  Al l 	
  he	
  could	
  remember	
  was	
  his 	
  grandfather 	
  descr ibing	
  
somebody	
  s lowly	
  descending	
  down	
  the	
  darkness	
  and	
   looking	
  up	
  at 	
  
the	
  sky, 	
   l ike	
   i t 	
  was	
  a 	
  receding	
  ful l 	
  stop	
  that 	
  told	
  the	
  story	
  of 	
   l i fe 	
  
outs ide	
  the	
  endless 	
  shadows. 	
   	
  

That 	
  was	
   i t ! 	
  A	
  wel l . 	
   I t 	
  had	
  to	
  be. 	
  Wel ls 	
  had	
  roots 	
  of 	
  stone, 	
   l ids 	
  of 	
  
sky	
  and	
  certainly 	
  neither 	
  Str ipe	
  nor 	
  Gubblegirth	
  were	
  stuck	
  down	
  one. 	
  

“A	
  wel l ,” 	
   repl ied	
  Str ipe	
  again	
  with	
  conf idence. 	
   	
  
“Hmmm,”	
  said	
  Gubblegirth	
  stroking	
  his 	
  beard. 	
  “A	
  wel l…	
  yes	
   I 	
  

suppose	
   I 	
  could	
  see	
  that 	
  …	
  see	
  that 	
   i t 	
   i s 	
  wrong	
  that 	
   is!” 	
  Gubblegirth	
  
burst 	
   into	
   laughter. 	
   I t 	
  sounded	
  a	
  bit 	
   forced	
   in 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  opinion. 	
  

“The	
  answer,” 	
  said	
  Gubblegirth. 	
  “ Is 	
   ‘over 	
  there’ .” 	
  He	
  pointed	
  to	
  a 	
  
patch	
  of 	
  rocky	
  ground	
  a	
   few	
  feet 	
  away	
  from	
  where	
  the	
  br idge	
  ended. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  was	
  outraged. 	
   	
  
“You	
  could	
   just 	
  point 	
  anywhere!” 	
  he	
  cr ied	
   indignantly. 	
  “That’s 	
  

stupid.” 	
  



	
  

	
   	
  
36	
  

“Look, 	
  do	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  see	
  my	
  credentia ls?” 	
  Gubblegirth	
  asked. 	
   In 	
  
the	
  most 	
  pompous	
  manner	
   imaginable	
  he	
  withdrew	
  a	
  scrol l 	
  and	
  
unrol led	
   i t . 	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  
“Your	
  surname	
   is 	
  Shadowtwit?”	
  Str ipe	
  asked, 	
  amused. 	
  
The	
  creature	
  smirked. 	
   	
  
“Oh	
  don’t 	
  you	
  worry	
   I ’ve	
  heard	
   i t 	
  a l l , 	
  but 	
  that 	
  didn’t 	
  stop	
  me	
  

making	
  the	
  top	
  f ive	
   in 	
  Whooshology	
  and	
  Theory	
  of 	
  Rhyme	
  as	
  wel l 	
  as 	
  
Folk-­‐Law. 	
  Now	
  i f 	
  you’ l l 	
  excuse	
  me	
   I 	
  have	
  a 	
   f inal 	
   r iddle	
  to	
  ask	
  you.” 	
  
His 	
  blood	
  shot 	
  eyes	
  scrunched	
  up	
  as 	
  he	
  c leared	
  his 	
   throat. 	
   	
  

“What	
  has	
  two	
   legs 	
   in 	
  the	
  morning, 	
   three	
   in 	
  the	
  afternoon	
  and	
  
four	
   in 	
  the	
  evening?” 	
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Str ipe	
  was	
  about	
  to	
  burst 	
  out 	
  that 	
  everybody	
  knew	
  that 	
  one	
  but 	
  
suddenly 	
  real ized	
  that 	
  the	
  detai ls 	
  weren’t 	
  quite	
  r ight. 	
   	
  

“Don’t 	
  you	
  mean	
  what	
  has	
   four	
   legs 	
   in 	
  the	
  morning, 	
   two	
   in 	
  the	
  
afternoon	
  and	
  three	
   in 	
  the	
  evening?”	
  

“ I 	
  mean	
  what	
   I 	
  mean,” 	
  repl ied	
  Gubblegirth	
   ‘The	
  Spiral 	
  Tongued’ 	
  
Shadowtwit . 	
  

Str ipe	
  real ised	
  with	
  a 	
  shock	
  that 	
  he	
  was	
  stumped. 	
  Wasn’t 	
   there	
  
some	
  mythical 	
  creature	
  that 	
  grew	
  more	
   legs 	
  as 	
   i t 	
   travel led	
  or 	
  was	
  he	
  
making	
  that 	
  up	
  out 	
  of 	
  desperat ion?	
  Had	
  he	
  come	
  al l 	
   th is 	
  way	
  only 	
  to	
  
get 	
  turned	
  back	
  at 	
   the	
  door	
   l ike	
  some	
  underage	
  dr inker 	
  bounced	
  
from	
  a	
  country	
  pub?	
  Wait , 	
  he	
  thought. 	
  A	
  dr inker . 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  handled	
  the	
  f ledgl ing, 	
  gent ly 	
  tugging	
   i t 	
   toward	
  ful lness 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
he	
  were	
  careful ly 	
  pul l ing	
  a 	
  coin	
  out 	
  of 	
  a 	
  gutter 	
  with	
  a 	
  weak	
  magnet	
  
t ied	
  to	
  a 	
  str ing. 	
  Dr inkers 	
  start 	
  standing	
  upright. 	
  But 	
  after 	
  a 	
   few	
  
glasses 	
  they	
  begin	
  to	
   lose	
  their 	
  balance. 	
  So	
  they	
  need	
  to	
   lean	
  on	
  
things	
  or 	
  against 	
   things. 	
  They	
  essentia l ly 	
  needed	
  three	
   legs 	
  to	
  
support 	
  themselves	
  and	
  then	
  even	
   later 	
  on…	
  wel l 	
   i t 	
  got 	
  quite	
  messy. 	
  
Str ipe	
  had	
  never	
  been	
  drunk, 	
  but 	
  he’d	
  heard	
  people	
  make	
  reference	
  
to	
  crawl ing	
  home. 	
   	
  

“A	
  drunkard?”	
  he	
  ventured, 	
  hoping	
  the	
  ant iquated	
  charm	
  of 	
  the	
  
word	
  would	
  appeal 	
   to	
  a 	
  person	
  wearing	
  a 	
  robe	
  who	
  occasional ly 	
  
spoke	
   in 	
  rhyme. 	
   	
  

“No!”	
  cr ied	
  Gubblegirth	
   in 	
  tr iumph. 	
  The	
  answer	
   is 	
   ‘a 	
  cow	
  being	
  
painted	
  real ly 	
  s lowly’ .” 	
  

Str ipe	
  snapped. 	
  Perhaps	
   i t 	
  was	
  the	
  rush	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge	
   journey	
  or 	
  
the	
  obnoxiousness	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge	
  keeper, 	
  but 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  h is 	
  nerves	
  
churn	
  out 	
  adrenal 	
  energy. 	
   	
  

“No, 	
  no, 	
  no! 	
  Not	
  even	
  you, 	
  not 	
  even 	
  you, 	
  can	
  deny	
  that 	
  my	
  answer	
  
is 	
  way	
  better 	
  than	
  yours.” 	
  

“ It 	
   is 	
  not 	
  the	
  qual i ty 	
  of 	
   the	
  answer	
  that 	
  matters,” 	
  repl ied	
  
Gubblegirth	
  quite	
  sni f f i ly , 	
  “ It 	
   i s 	
   the	
  truth. 	
  A	
  key	
  can	
  be	
  golden	
  and	
  
glossy	
  but 	
   i t 	
  st i l l 	
  needs	
  to	
   f i t 	
  perfect ly 	
   into	
  the	
  keyhole.” 	
  

“That’s 	
   rubbish. 	
  Your	
  answer	
  could	
  apply 	
  to	
  any	
  quadruped	
  being	
  
painted, 	
  somebody	
  could	
  start 	
  with	
  the	
   legs 	
  and	
  then	
  move	
  onto	
  the	
  
rest , 	
  and	
  your	
   idea	
  that 	
   i t 	
  happens	
  over 	
  a 	
  day	
   is 	
   r id iculous.” 	
  

“ It ’s 	
  a 	
  metaphor 	
   for 	
   the	
  passage	
  of 	
   t ime,” 	
  said	
  Gubblegirth. 	
  “Now	
  
i f 	
  you	
  excuse	
  me	
  you	
  are	
  barred	
  entrance	
  to	
  this 	
  s ide	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge. 	
  
Unless 	
  of 	
  course	
  you	
  pay	
  the	
  pr ice. . .” 	
  Gubblegirth	
   inf lated	
  himself . 	
  
He	
  was	
   larger 	
  than	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  real ised	
  and	
  his 	
   teeth	
  were	
  pretty 	
  
v iolent 	
   looking. 	
  

“What	
  pr ice?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe	
  hopeful ly . 	
  



	
  

	
   	
  
38	
  

“Five	
  thousand,” 	
  answered	
  Gubblegirth	
   f lat ly . 	
   	
  Str ipe	
  didn’t 	
  even	
  
bother	
  asking	
  what	
  currency	
  he	
  wanted. 	
  Str ipe	
  didn’t 	
  have	
  any	
  
money	
  on	
  him	
  anyway. 	
  

“What’s 	
  stopping	
  me	
  from	
  just 	
  going	
  through?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“Ah, 	
   the	
  Folk-­‐Law,” 	
  said	
  Gubblegirth. 	
  “The	
  Folk-­‐Law	
  st ipulates	
  that 	
  

Br idgekeepers 	
  and	
  Riddlemakers 	
  must 	
  be	
  obeyed	
  and	
  that 	
  this 	
  can	
  
only 	
  be	
  countered	
   i f 	
   they	
  themselves	
  are	
  outsmarted. 	
  You	
  certainly 	
  
don’t 	
  want	
  to	
  mess	
  with	
  the	
  GROPE	
  Academy’s 	
   law	
  enforcers. 	
  Nasty	
  
lot .” 	
  

“You	
  mean	
  there’s 	
  not 	
  actual ly 	
  any	
  real 	
   law	
  behind	
   i t? 	
   I t 	
  sounds	
  to	
  
me	
   l ike	
  you	
  guys	
   just 	
  say	
  what	
  you	
  want	
  and	
   i f 	
  people	
  don’t 	
   fo l low	
  
your	
  rules, 	
  you	
  hurt 	
   them.”	
  

“ Isn’t 	
   that 	
  what	
   law	
   is 	
   though?”	
  said	
  Gubblegirth, 	
   leer ing	
  toothi ly 	
  
at 	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  felt 	
   red-­‐hot 	
  anger	
  seeping	
  through	
  his 	
  veins. 	
  This 	
  
Gubblegirth	
  was	
   just 	
  one	
  bul ly 	
   in 	
  a 	
  network	
  of 	
  bul l ies . 	
  This 	
  wasn’t 	
  
law; 	
  this 	
  was	
  making	
  cages	
  around	
  people	
  with	
  words	
  and	
   locking	
  
them	
  in	
  with	
  power. 	
  This 	
  was	
  not 	
  going	
  to	
  stop	
  him	
  from	
  complet ing	
  
his 	
  grandfather’s 	
  quest . 	
  Not 	
  before	
   i t 	
  had	
  even	
  started. 	
  

	
  
“F ine,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  “Here’s 	
  what	
   I ’m	
  going	
  to	
  do	
  Shadowtwit . 	
   I ’m	
  

going	
  to	
  run	
  back	
  to	
  the	
  other	
  s ide	
  of 	
   this 	
  br idge	
  and	
  then	
  spr int 	
  a l l 	
  
the	
  way	
  back	
  and	
  whizz 	
  past 	
  you. 	
  There	
  you’re	
  outsmarted. 	
  Law	
  
obeyed.” 	
  

Gubblegirth	
   looked	
  taken	
  aback, 	
  shock	
  and	
  anger	
  twitching	
  
through	
  his 	
  s ly 	
  stare. 	
   	
  

“My	
  magic 	
  wi l l 	
  counter 	
  you,” 	
  he	
  said	
  unconvincingly. 	
   	
  
“Maybe, 	
  but 	
  whether	
   I ’m	
  a	
   frog	
  or 	
  not, 	
  3000	
  steps	
  a 	
  second	
   isn’t 	
  

going	
  to	
  change	
  the	
  fact 	
   that 	
   I ’ l l 	
   roast 	
  you	
   l ike	
  a 	
  shooting	
  star . 	
  
Although	
  s ince	
  you’re	
  such	
  an	
  expert 	
   in 	
  r iddles 	
  how	
  about	
   I 	
  ask	
  you	
  
three	
  and	
   i f 	
  you	
  get 	
  them	
  al l 	
   r ight 	
   I 	
  won’t 	
   try 	
  my	
  crazy	
  plan,” 	
  offered	
  
Str ipe, 	
  who	
  real ly 	
  d idn’t 	
  want	
  to	
  try 	
  his 	
  crazy	
  plan. 	
   	
  

Gubblegirth	
  was	
   in 	
  a 	
  di f f icult 	
  posit ion. 	
  His 	
  narrow-­‐mindedness	
  and	
  
pr ide	
  were	
   l ike	
  two	
  dissonant	
  gears 	
  gr inding	
  together. 	
   	
  

“As	
  a 	
  master 	
   in 	
  r iddles 	
   I 	
  can	
  solve	
  any. 	
  But 	
   I 	
  can’t 	
  stop	
  you	
  from	
  
just 	
  changing	
  your	
  answers	
   in 	
  order	
  to	
  get 	
  past 	
  me.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  had	
  prepared	
  for 	
   this 	
  and	
  came	
  straight 	
  back	
  at 	
  
Gubblegirth. 	
   	
  “ I ’ l l 	
  write	
  them	
  down	
  f i rst .” 	
  Gubblegirth	
   looked	
  s l ight ly 	
  
terr i f ied. 	
  Str ipe	
  gr inned. 	
  

	
  “Surely 	
   i f 	
   the	
  chal lenge	
   is 	
   fa ir , 	
  a 	
  GROPE	
  graduate	
  wi l l 	
  have	
  no	
  
issue	
  handl ing	
  some	
  wandering	
  boy.” 	
  

There	
  –	
  Str ipe’s 	
   trap	
  was	
  set . 	
  Gubblegirth	
  reluctant ly 	
  agreed. 	
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Str ipe	
  counted	
  ten	
  exaggerated	
  steps	
  back	
  down	
  the	
  br idge	
  for 	
  
some	
  pr ivacy	
  and	
  made	
  al l 	
   the	
  preparat ions	
  he	
  needed	
  to. 	
  He	
  wrote	
  
out 	
  three	
  r iddles, 	
  grateful 	
   that 	
  he	
  had	
  agreed	
  to	
  his 	
  dad’s 	
  suggest ion	
  
that 	
  he	
  br ing	
  some	
  writ ing	
  utensi ls 	
  with	
  him. 	
  Before	
  Str ipe	
  headed	
  
back	
  he	
  paused. 	
  Str ipe	
  suspected	
  Gubblegirth	
  may	
  not 	
  play	
   fa ir 	
  and	
  
so	
  he	
  prepared	
  a	
   fourth, 	
   less 	
  hypothet ical 	
  answer	
  to	
  deal 	
  with	
  him:	
  
he	
  t ied	
  F ispire’s 	
  rope	
  across 	
  the	
  br idge	
  at 	
  his 	
  chest 	
  height 	
   (which	
  he	
  
f igured	
  amounted	
  to	
  Gubblegirth’s 	
  neck	
  height) . 	
   In 	
  the	
  event	
  that 	
  
things	
  went	
  poorly, 	
   this 	
  might 	
  s low	
  down	
  any	
  angry	
  Gubblegirth	
  
chasing	
  him.	
  

Str ipe	
  walked	
  back	
  to	
  the	
  end	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge	
  and	
  handed	
  the	
  
wait ing	
  Gubblegirth	
  a 	
  folded	
  piece	
  of 	
  parchment	
  containing	
  his 	
   f i rst 	
  
r iddle	
  and	
   i ts 	
  answer. 	
  Gubblegirth	
  pocketed	
   i t 	
  within	
  the	
  recesses	
  of 	
  
h is 	
   robe. 	
  Str ipe	
  watched	
  him	
  closely. 	
  He	
  had	
  decided	
  that 	
  
Gubblegirth	
  was	
  about	
  as 	
  trustworthy	
  as 	
  a 	
  grey	
  maggoty	
  peach	
  with	
  
a 	
  st icker 	
  saying	
  NOT	
  EXPIRED	
  on	
   i t . 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  began, 	
  “What	
  has	
  many	
  roads	
  but 	
  only 	
  one	
  dest inat ion, 	
   for 	
  
some	
   it ’s 	
  a 	
  struggle	
   for 	
  others 	
  pure	
  elat ion?” 	
  

Gubblegirth’s 	
  overbite	
  stretched	
  even	
  further 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  having	
  more	
  of 	
  
h is 	
   face	
   ins ide	
  of 	
  h im	
  would	
  make	
  him	
  smarter. 	
   	
  

“Hmmm…	
  Wel l 	
  surely 	
   l i fe 	
  has	
  many	
  roads, 	
  and	
  death’s 	
   the	
  only 	
  
dest inat ion. 	
  Both	
  are	
   indeed	
  struggles 	
   for 	
  some	
  though	
   I ’d 	
  say	
  death	
  
is 	
  seldom-­‐pure	
  elat ion.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
  mask	
  his 	
  enjoyment	
  at 	
  Gubblegirth’s 	
  d irect ion. 	
  
Gubblegirth	
  seized	
  upon	
   i t 	
   instant ly 	
  point ing	
  a 	
  crooked	
  c law	
  out 	
  at 	
  
Str ipe. 	
  

“Ah	
  but	
  g iven	
  that 	
  you	
  are	
  a 	
  bitter 	
  c irc le 	
  boy,”-­‐ 	
  Str ipe	
  frowned	
  at 	
  
the	
  obscure	
   insult 	
   -­‐“you	
  are	
  c lear ly 	
   intent 	
  on	
  using	
   i rony	
  to	
  try 	
  to	
  
make	
  the	
   impossible	
  eventual i ty 	
  of 	
  me	
   los ing	
  even	
  more	
  bitter . 	
  Ha! 	
  
The	
  answer	
   is 	
   t ime.” 	
  Gubblegirth	
  spat 	
  phlegmily 	
  after 	
  h is 	
  conclusion	
  
as 	
   i f 	
  spitt ing	
  the	
  answer	
  out. 	
  

	
  
“Wrong,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  “The	
  answer	
   is 	
  one	
  of 	
  your	
  r iddles.” 	
  

Gubblegirth	
  angr i ly 	
   fumbled	
  for 	
  the	
  answer	
  note	
   in 	
  his 	
  pocket, 	
   read	
  
i t 	
  and	
  stamped	
  on	
   i t . 	
  He	
   let 	
  out 	
  a 	
   fur ious	
  hiss 	
   that 	
  crumpled	
  his 	
   face	
  
behind	
  a	
  mouth	
  of 	
   large	
  yel low	
  teeth	
  covered	
   in 	
  thin	
  s inews	
  of 	
  
sal iva. 	
  His 	
  breath	
  was	
  so	
  foul 	
   that 	
   i t 	
  was	
  a lmost 	
  a 	
  physical 	
   force. 	
   I t 	
  
reminded	
  Str ipe	
  of 	
  opening	
  a 	
   long	
  forgotten	
   lunchbox	
  and	
  being	
  
assaulted	
  by	
  a 	
  pungent	
  waft 	
  of 	
   food	
  that 	
  had	
  gone	
  grey	
  and	
  fuzzy. 	
   	
  

“Riddle	
  two,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  handing	
  the	
  answer	
  over. 	
  Gubblegirth’s 	
  
c lawed	
  hands	
  made	
  to	
  subtly 	
   f l ick 	
   i t 	
  over 	
  but 	
  Str ipe	
  c leared	
  his 	
  
throat 	
  and	
  the	
  robed	
  scoundrel 	
  quickly 	
  pocketed	
  the	
  answer. 	
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“What	
  has	
  many	
  parts , 	
  but 	
  moves	
   in 	
  a 	
  smal l 	
   l ine, 	
   takes	
  you	
  to	
  new	
  
places	
  even	
  though	
  you’re	
  seated	
  al l 	
   the	
  t ime?”	
  

Gubblegirth	
  didn’t 	
  even	
  hesitate	
  with	
  his 	
  answer. 	
   	
  
“A	
  book!” 	
  he	
  cr ied	
  tr iumphantly 	
  and	
  did	
  an	
   impress ively 	
  obnoxious	
  

celebratory	
   j iggle. 	
   	
   	
  
“You’re	
  wrong,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  cutt ing	
  him	
  short . 	
  “The	
  answer	
   is 	
  a 	
  

tra in.” 	
  
Gubblegirth	
   let 	
  out 	
  a 	
  creepy, 	
  aggress ive	
  chatter ing	
  of 	
  his 	
   teeth. 	
  

He’d	
  come	
  across 	
  as 	
  quite	
  harmless 	
  at 	
   f i rst 	
  but 	
  his 	
  bratt ish	
  behaviour	
  
suggested	
  a	
  wealth	
  of 	
   instabi l i ty . 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
  bead	
  of 	
  sweat	
  s l ip 	
  
down	
  his 	
  brow.	
   	
  

“Okay	
   last 	
  r iddle.” 	
  
	
  Gubblegirth	
  tore	
   i t 	
   f rom	
  Str ipe’s 	
  hand, 	
  scratching	
  his 	
  wrist 	
  

painful ly , 	
  before	
  shoving	
   i t 	
   into	
  his 	
  pocket. 	
  
“What	
  can	
  appear	
   in 	
  a 	
   f lash, 	
  and	
  fry 	
  your	
  head, 	
  str ikes 	
   fear 	
   in 	
  

many	
  but 	
  not 	
  those	
  who	
  handle	
   i t 	
   instead?	
  Do	
   i t 	
   r ight 	
  and	
   i t ’s 	
   the	
  
di f ference	
  between	
  making	
  toast 	
  and	
  eat ing	
  bread.” 	
  

“You	
  probably	
  expect 	
  me	
  to	
  think	
   f i re, 	
  c i rc le 	
  boy. 	
  You	
  think	
  we	
  
don’t 	
  have	
  electr ic i ty 	
   in 	
  this 	
   land. 	
  Ah	
  but 	
  we	
  do. 	
  We	
  have	
   l ightning	
  
and	
  electr ic i ty . 	
  But 	
  we	
  are	
  a lso	
  not 	
  as 	
  stupid	
  as 	
  you	
  think. 	
  The	
  
answer	
   is 	
  an	
   idea!” 	
  

Str ipe’s 	
  heart 	
   froze. 	
  Things	
  were	
  about	
  to	
  go	
  south. 	
   	
  
“Actual ly 	
   the	
  answer	
   is 	
   f i re. 	
  My	
  answer	
  at 	
   least . 	
  You	
  know,	
  the	
  

whole	
  key, 	
  door	
  thing.”	
  
Gubblegirth	
  snatched	
  out 	
  his 	
  answer	
  sheet 	
  crumpled	
   i t , 	
   threw	
   it 	
  

into	
  his 	
  mouth	
  and	
  charged	
  at 	
  Str ipe. 	
  Str ipe	
  spun	
  round	
  and	
  
c lambered	
  down	
  the	
  br idge. 	
  Each	
  step	
  radiated	
  ampl i f ied	
  distance	
  
the	
  scenery	
  stretching	
  out 	
  with	
  every	
  str ide. 	
   	
  

The	
  density 	
  of 	
  every	
  moment’s 	
   importance	
  stretched	
  out 	
  t ime	
  for 	
  
Str ipe. 	
   	
  Seven	
  steps 	
  – 	
  he	
  could	
   feel 	
   the	
  br idge	
  rocking	
  from	
  
Gubblegirth’s 	
   lumbering	
  charge. 	
  Eight 	
  steps 	
  – 	
  he	
  could	
   feel 	
  
Gubblegirth’s 	
  stretching	
  ta lons	
  swott ing	
  after 	
  h im. 	
  Nine	
  steps 	
  – 	
  
Str ipe’s 	
  back	
  pr ickled	
  a	
  sense	
  of 	
  presence	
  behind	
  him	
  –and 	
  ten	
  steps 	
  
– 	
  dive!	
  

Str ipe	
  dropped	
  down	
  and	
  skidded	
  along	
  the	
  br idge’s 	
   f loor. 	
  
Gubblegirth, 	
  who	
  was	
  racing	
  a long	
  with	
  the	
  pace	
  of 	
  a 	
  motorbike	
  and	
  
inert ia 	
  of 	
  a 	
  boulder	
  had	
  his 	
  upper	
  half 	
  denied	
   i ts 	
  speed	
  by	
  the	
  rope	
  
whi le 	
  his 	
   lower	
  half 	
  shot 	
  onward. 	
   In 	
  short 	
  Gubblegirth	
  went	
   from	
  
being	
  upright 	
  to	
  horizontal 	
   in 	
  the	
  air 	
  at 	
  h is 	
  own	
  head	
  height, 	
   to	
  back-­‐
f l ipping	
  over	
  the	
  s ide	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge	
  and	
  revolv ing	
  seven	
  t imes	
  before	
  
crashing	
   into	
  the	
  sea	
   in 	
  a 	
  matter 	
  of 	
  seconds. 	
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Lying	
  down	
  and	
  swaying	
  from	
  s ide	
  to	
  s ide, 	
  Str ipe	
  thought, 	
  Ropes	
  
can	
  be	
  very	
  useful . 	
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5. 	
  
	
  

INGENIOUS	
  FOOL’S	
  GAMBIT	
  
	
  

With	
  the	
  br idge	
  behind	
  Str ipe, 	
   the	
   landscape	
  rol led	
  out 	
   into	
  a 	
  ta l l 	
  
dusty	
  grass 	
   f ie ld	
  with	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  d irt 	
  path	
  cutt ing	
  through	
   i t . 	
  The	
  sun	
  
was	
  high	
  and	
  warm	
  and	
  the	
  day	
  felt 	
   far 	
  younger	
  than	
   i t 	
  should’ve. 	
  
The	
  further	
  Str ipe	
  fol lowed	
  the	
  path, 	
   the	
  ta l ler 	
  and	
  thicker 	
  the	
  grass 	
  
grew	
  unti l 	
   i t 	
  was	
  at 	
   least 	
   twice	
  his 	
  height. 	
   I t 	
  changed	
   in 	
  other	
  ways	
  
too. 	
  Str ipe	
  began	
  to	
  not ice	
  how	
  the	
  tal l 	
  strands	
  weren’t 	
  a l l 	
   the	
  same	
  
colour. 	
  A	
  dark	
  brown	
  blade, 	
  a 	
  br ight 	
  yel low	
  one, 	
  and	
  a	
  dul l 	
  stone	
  
coloured	
  one	
  –	
  the	
  f ie ld’s 	
  colour	
  scheme	
  was	
  shi ft ing. 	
   	
  

The	
  more	
  Str ipe	
  walked	
  on, 	
   the	
  more	
  not iceable	
   i t 	
  became. 	
  The	
  
default 	
  sepia 	
  tone	
  of 	
   the	
  grass 	
  was	
  now	
  completely 	
  gone. 	
  By	
  the	
  t ime	
  
the	
  blades	
  had	
  grown	
  three	
  t imes	
  Str ipe’s 	
  height 	
  and	
  where	
  as 	
  thick	
  
as 	
  street 	
   lamps, 	
  Str ipe	
  no	
   longer	
   fe lt 	
   l ike	
  he	
  was	
   in 	
  a 	
   f ie ld. 	
  The	
  
shift ing	
  of 	
   the	
  scenery	
  had	
  happened	
  so	
  gradual ly 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a lmost 	
  
deceived. 	
  There	
  was	
  something	
  anarchic 	
   in 	
  the	
  way	
  the	
  once	
  uni form	
  
grass 	
  had	
  s lowly	
  unravel led	
   into	
  a 	
  br i l l iant 	
  mismatch	
  of 	
  hues. 	
  Str ipe	
  
moved	
  amongst 	
  the	
  br ight 	
  pinks	
  and	
  neon	
  oranges	
  with	
  growing	
  
caut ion. 	
   	
  

Without	
  warning	
  a 	
  green	
  orb	
  shot	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  grass 	
  and	
  hovered	
   in 	
  
front 	
  of 	
  Str ipe, 	
  bobbing	
   l ight ly , 	
  c lear ly 	
  unconcerned	
  by	
  gravity. 	
  
Abruptly 	
  a 	
  cackl ing	
  maroon	
  orb	
  whirred	
  over	
  Str ipe’s 	
  shoulder	
  and	
  
col l ided	
  with	
   i ts 	
  green	
  counterpart . 	
  They	
  bumped	
   into	
  each	
  other 	
  
with	
  a 	
  sound	
   l ike	
  wine	
  glasses	
  chinking. 	
   Instantaneously 	
  their 	
  colours 	
  
swapped. 	
  The	
  second	
  orb	
   let 	
  out 	
  a 	
  strange	
  distorted	
   laugh	
  that 	
  
echoed	
  off 	
   the	
  surrounding	
  stalks , 	
   then	
   i t 	
  shot 	
  off 	
  back	
   into	
  the	
  
cover	
  of 	
   the	
  f ie ld. 	
  The	
  once	
  green	
  orb, 	
  now	
  maroon, 	
   let 	
  out 	
  an	
  
i rr i tated	
  squeal 	
   that 	
  sounded	
   l ike	
  a 	
  radio	
  being	
  tuned, 	
  and	
  zapped	
  
off 	
   in 	
  pursuit . 	
  Str ipe, 	
  who	
  had	
  fa l len	
  over	
   in 	
  shock, 	
  got 	
  up	
  wari ly 	
   to	
  
his 	
   feet. 	
  The	
  glowing	
  spheres	
  seemed	
  not 	
  to	
  have	
  not iced	
  him. 	
  

As	
  Str ipe	
  walked	
  on, 	
   the	
  wiry 	
  strands	
   f lanking	
  the	
  road	
  would	
  
occasional ly 	
   tremble	
  and	
   let 	
  out 	
  sounds. 	
  Taunts, 	
  squeals , 	
   laughs	
  and	
  
grumbles	
  darted	
  around	
  the	
  path	
  a l l 	
  of 	
   them	
  t inny	
  and	
  distant 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
they’d	
  been	
  f i l tered	
  through	
  old	
  machinery. 	
  Occasional ly 	
  Str ipe	
  
would	
  hear 	
  an	
  ambient 	
  humming	
  f l icker ing	
  around	
  him, 	
   l ike	
  the	
  
gl i tter ing	
  of 	
   l ight 	
  on	
  water 	
  turned	
  to	
  sound. 	
   	
  

I t 	
  seemed	
  that 	
  some	
  game	
  was	
  unfolding	
   in 	
  between	
  the	
  stems, 	
  
Str ipe	
  only 	
  catching	
  g l impses. 	
  As 	
  he	
  fol lowed	
  the	
  path	
  through	
  the	
  
growing	
  grass, 	
  Str ipe	
  became	
  more	
  and	
  more	
  certain	
  that 	
  the	
  game	
  
was	
  fol lowing	
  him	
   l ike	
  dolphins	
  tra i l ing	
  the	
  wake	
  of 	
  a 	
  ship. 	
  Str ipe	
  
would	
  sporadical ly 	
  catch	
  the	
  orbs	
  burst ing	
  up	
   into	
  the	
  air 	
  and	
  then	
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shooting	
  down	
  again	
   l ike	
  acrobat ic 	
   f i reworks. 	
  A	
   formation	
  of 	
   the	
  
spheres, 	
  some	
  as 	
  smal l 	
  as 	
   ruckus	
  bal ls , 	
  others 	
  as 	
   large	
  as 	
  beach	
  bal ls , 	
  
z ig-­‐zagged	
  across 	
  the	
  path	
  r icocheting	
  against 	
   the	
  gargantuan	
  blades	
  
l ike	
  some	
  kaleidoscopic 	
  round	
  of 	
  pinbal l , 	
  d isplaying	
  a 	
  new	
  colour	
  
scheme	
  after 	
  each	
  col l is ion. 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
  sudden	
  rush	
  of 	
   joy	
  wrapped	
  
in 	
  an	
  overwhelming	
  sense	
  of 	
  Déjà	
  vu. 	
  Without	
  thinking	
  a 	
   loud	
  cheer	
  
escaped	
  his 	
   l ips . 	
   I t 	
  was	
  met	
  with	
  an	
  explosion	
  of 	
  harmonic 	
  chiming	
  
and	
   laughter 	
  reverberat ing	
  from	
  every	
  direct ion. 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
  warm	
  
surge	
  of 	
  splendour	
  throbbing	
  through	
  his 	
  ent ire	
  being. 	
  He	
  was	
   in 	
  the	
  
middle	
  of 	
   the	
  most 	
  a l ien, 	
  magical 	
  experience	
  he	
  had	
  ever 	
  had, 	
  and	
  
buried	
   in 	
  a l l 	
   the	
  oddness	
  and	
  colour	
  and	
  wonder	
  there	
  was	
  a 	
  
comfort ing	
  sense	
  of 	
   fami l iar i ty . 	
   I t 	
  was	
  perhaps	
  too	
  broad	
  a	
   feel ing	
  
for 	
  Str ipe	
  to	
  take	
   in, 	
  whale	
  song	
  on	
  a	
   frequency	
  beyond	
  the	
  capacity 	
  
of 	
  human	
  ears, 	
  but 	
  there	
  a l l 	
   the	
  same.	
  

Str ipe	
  f l inched	
  as 	
  a 	
   l i t t le 	
  marble-­‐s ized	
  orb	
  burst 	
  out 	
   from	
  the	
  
colourful 	
  meadow	
  at 	
  his 	
   feet. 	
   I t ’s 	
  momentum	
  sent 	
   i t 	
  crashing	
   into	
  his 	
  
left 	
   foot. 	
  As 	
  soon	
  as 	
   i t 	
  made	
   impact, 	
  h is 	
  boot	
  turned	
  a	
  wheaty	
  gold	
  
and	
  the	
  orb	
  f l ickered	
   into	
  his 	
  boot’s 	
   former	
  tan. 	
  The	
  orb	
  then	
  
bounced	
  off 	
  a 	
  stone	
  making	
  the	
  stone	
  go	
  tan	
  and	
  disappeared	
   into	
  
the	
  grass 	
  a 	
  grey	
  crystal l ine	
  blur. 	
   I t 	
  happened	
  so	
  quickly 	
  that 	
  Str ipe	
  
was	
  too	
  stunned	
  to	
  even	
  cal l 	
  after 	
  the	
  orb. 	
   	
  

“My	
  boot!” 	
  he	
  cr ied, 	
   looking	
  down	
  at 	
  his 	
   footwear. 	
  One	
  shoe	
  was	
  
st i l l 	
   tan	
  whi le 	
  the	
  other	
  was	
  now	
  yel lowish. 	
  Between	
  his 	
  r id iculous	
  
sun	
  hat 	
  and	
  the	
  mismatched	
  boots 	
  he	
  certainly 	
  wasn’t 	
  going	
  to	
  be	
  
inconspicuous	
  anymore. 	
  

	
  As 	
  Str ipe	
  walked	
  on	
  the	
  grass 	
  shrunk	
  and	
  shifted	
  back	
  to	
  more	
  
natural 	
  shades	
  of 	
  brown. 	
   I t 	
  seemed	
  that 	
   the	
  orb’s 	
  crazy	
  paint 	
  palette	
  
was	
   l imited	
  to	
  a 	
  certain	
  terr i tory. 	
  Str ipe	
  paused	
  for 	
  some	
  water 	
  and	
  
not iced	
  a	
  dozen	
  orbs	
  peeping	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  grass 	
  at 	
  h im	
   l ike	
  curious	
  
chi ldren, 	
  but 	
  as 	
  soon	
  as 	
  his 	
  eyes	
   locked	
  on	
  to	
  them	
  they	
  shot 	
  back	
  
into	
  the	
  tal l 	
   f ie ld, 	
  which	
  f lashed	
  a	
  mult i -­‐coloured	
  echo	
   in 	
  their 	
  wake. 	
  
Str ipe	
  thought	
  of 	
  F ispire	
  and	
  how	
  much	
  she	
  would’ve	
  enjoyed	
  them.	
  
Then	
  again, 	
  she’d	
  probably	
  use	
  them	
  to	
  recolour	
  a l l 	
  h is 	
  c lothing	
   into	
  
gar ish	
  combinat ions. 	
   	
  He	
  hadn’t 	
  missed	
  his 	
   fami ly 	
  yet 	
  – 	
  he’d	
  been	
  far 	
  
too	
  busy	
  to	
  miss 	
  them,	
  but 	
  the	
  thought	
  of 	
  F ispire	
  made	
  him	
  wish	
  
they	
  were	
  here	
  with	
  him. 	
  This 	
  place	
  was	
   incredible. 	
   	
  

Dusk	
  must 	
  have	
  come	
  here	
  during	
  his 	
  expedit ions	
  North. 	
  Str ipe	
  
had	
  never	
  pictured	
  the	
   is lands	
  being	
  so	
   immense. 	
  The	
  Fury	
  Sea	
  was	
  
far 	
  away	
  now.	
  Str ipe	
  mused	
  that 	
   i f 	
  h is 	
  grandfather	
  had	
  come	
  here	
  he	
  
must’ve	
  a lso	
  seen	
  those	
  creatures	
  and	
  been	
  famil iar 	
  with	
  them.	
  
Perhaps	
  he’d	
  even	
  known	
  their 	
  names, 	
  and	
  their 	
  d iets 	
  and	
  why	
  they	
  
played	
  their 	
  game	
  of 	
  colour	
  thefts . 	
  Colour	
  thieves , 	
   thought	
  Str ipe, 	
  
that’s 	
  what	
   I ’ l l 	
   th ink	
  of 	
   them	
  as . 	
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When	
  the	
  path	
  eventual ly 	
  ended, 	
  a 	
   large	
  val ley	
  basin	
   lay	
  open	
  
before	
  Str ipe. 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
  nervous	
  sensat ion	
   in 	
  his 	
  stomach. 	
  Whi le 	
  
the	
  path	
  had	
  been	
  an	
  obvious	
   indicat ion	
  of 	
  where	
  to	
  go	
  the	
  openness	
  
of 	
   the	
  val ley	
  meant	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  no	
   longer	
   ignore	
  the	
   lack	
  of 	
  
d irect ion	
  he’d	
  been	
  given	
  for 	
  his 	
   journey. 	
  The	
  val ley’s 	
  outer 	
  r im	
  was	
  
sparse, 	
  but 	
  trees	
  popped	
  up	
  sporadical ly 	
   toward	
  the	
  middle, 	
  
gradual ly 	
  c luster ing	
   into	
  a 	
  compact 	
   forest 	
   that 	
   loomed	
  over	
  the	
  
val ley	
   l ike	
  a 	
  ta l l , 	
  dark	
  cast le. 	
  Str ipe	
  suspected	
  that 	
  the	
  forest 	
  was	
  the	
  
r ight 	
  place	
  to	
  go, 	
  most 	
  probably	
  because	
   i t 	
  gave	
  him	
  an	
  anxious	
  
feel ing	
   in 	
  his 	
  stomach. 	
   I t 	
   looked	
   l ike	
  a 	
  tropical 	
   fortress. 	
  As 	
  he	
  began	
  
to	
   fol low	
  the	
   incl ine	
  down	
   into	
  the	
  val ley’s 	
  basin, 	
  a 	
  s ign	
  sprouted	
  out 	
  
of 	
   the	
  ground	
  at 	
  his 	
   feet. 	
   I t 	
   read: 	
  

	
  
	
  
IN THE VALLEY’S HEART LIES THE MAP FOUNTAIN. 
	
  
	
  
Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
  moment	
  of 	
  rel ief 	
  knowing	
  he	
  was	
  going	
  the	
  r ight 	
  way. 	
  

He	
   looked	
  up	
  at 	
  his 	
  dest inat ion	
  and	
   let 	
  out 	
  a 	
  s igh. 	
   	
  Str ipe	
   looked	
  
back	
  at 	
   the	
  s ign	
  which	
  was	
  st i l l 	
  proudly 	
  displaying	
   i ts 	
  bold	
  text	
  and	
  
was	
  surpr ised	
  to	
  see	
  the	
  message	
  had	
  changed: 	
  

	
  
	
  
THAT’LL BE 5 STARS PLEASE.  
	
  
	
  
Str ipe	
  told	
  the	
  s ign	
  that 	
  he	
  didn’t 	
  have	
  any	
  money. 	
   I t 	
  spun	
   in 	
  a 	
  

quick	
  buzzing	
  rotat ion	
  and	
  a	
  new	
  message	
  appeared	
  when	
   i t 	
  was	
  
fac ing	
  Str ipe	
  again. 	
  

	
  
	
  
IN THAT CASE IT’S ACTUALLY NOT THERE.  
	
   	
  
	
  
“Um…	
  sure,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  

The	
  s ign	
  twisted	
  again. 	
   	
  
	
  
ALSO	
  YOU’RE	
  A	
  DOWNRIGHT	
  FRAUD	
  AND	
  I 	
  HOPE	
  –	
   i t 	
   twisted	
  out 	
  

again	
  s ince	
   i ts 	
   face	
  was	
  ful l -­‐ 	
  YOU	
  GET	
  LOST	
  AND	
  EATEN	
  BY	
  
SOMETHING	
  –spin	
  –	
  BY	
  SOMETHING	
  THAT	
  –	
  spin	
  – 	
  EATS	
   ITS	
  PREY	
  
WHOLE	
  –	
  AND	
  HAS	
  A	
  PARTICULARLY	
  –SLOW	
  AND	
  ACIDIC	
  DIGESTIVE	
  
SYSTEM	
  –	
  BUT	
  THEN	
  AN	
  ALPHA	
  PREDATOR	
  –	
  COMES	
  ALONG	
  AND	
  IT 	
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COUGHS	
  YOU	
  UP	
  SO	
  –	
   IT 	
  CAN	
  FLEE	
  AND	
  YOU	
  FEEL	
  THE	
  SUNLIGHT	
  
AGAIN	
  –	
  ONLY	
  TO	
  BE	
  STEPPED	
  ON	
  –	
  AND	
  FEASTED	
  UPON	
  BY-­‐ 	
   	
  

	
  
Str ipe	
   ignored	
  the	
  abusive	
  s ign	
  and	
  kept	
  walking. 	
   I t 	
  seemed	
  not	
  to	
  

not ice	
  and	
  kept 	
  spinning	
  angri ly 	
  at 	
   the	
  world	
   in 	
  general . 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  had	
  reached	
  the	
  f i rst 	
  of 	
   the	
  val ley’s 	
   trees	
  when	
  a	
  weird	
  cry 	
  

cut 	
  through	
  the	
  fading	
  afternoon. 	
  Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
  quite	
  tel l 	
  whether	
  
i t 	
  was	
  pathetic 	
  or 	
   terr i fy ing. 	
  Poss ibly 	
  both. 	
  A	
  smal l 	
  b lue-­‐ ish	
  creature	
  
was	
  s i tt ing	
  on	
  top	
  of 	
  a 	
  boulder. 	
  The	
  creature	
   looked	
   l ike	
  a 	
  cross 	
  
between	
  a	
  mako	
  shark	
  and	
  a	
  pug. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  squat, 	
  no	
  ta l ler 	
   than	
  Str ipe’s 	
  
waist , 	
  had	
  a	
  dorsal 	
   f in 	
   f lowing	
  out 	
  the	
  back	
  of 	
   i ts 	
  head	
  and	
  wore	
  
smal l 	
  yel low	
  boots. 	
  Str ipe	
  ducked	
  behind	
  a	
  tree	
  and	
  watched	
   i t 	
  
caut iously. 	
  Perhaps	
   i t 	
  was	
   just 	
  cry ing	
  to	
   lure	
  unsuspect ing	
  creatures	
  
into	
  bit ing	
  range. 	
  Perhaps	
  there	
  were	
  more	
  wait ing	
  to	
  set 	
  up	
  an	
  
ambush. 	
  Str ipe	
  decided	
  to	
  try 	
  sneak	
  around	
   i t 	
  and	
  go	
  further 	
   into	
  the	
  
forest . 	
  Keeping	
  his 	
  posit ion	
   low	
  Str ipe	
  creeped	
  towards	
  another	
  tree. 	
  
SNAP. 	
  A	
   large	
  twig	
  buckled	
  under	
  his 	
  heel 	
  and	
  cracked	
   loudly. 	
  The	
  
creature	
   immediately 	
  stopped	
  wai l ing	
  and	
  fel l 	
  over 	
   i tsel f 	
  behind	
  the	
  
rock. 	
  

“Who’s 	
  there?”	
   i t 	
  cal led	
  nervously, 	
  peering	
  up	
  over	
  the	
  bolder. 	
  
“ I ’m	
   just 	
  a 	
  travel ler ,” 	
  cal led	
  back	
  Str ipe. 	
  “ I 	
  don’t 	
  want	
  any	
  

trouble.” 	
  
“Are	
  you	
  going	
  to	
  try 	
  harm	
  me?”	
  asked	
  the	
  creature	
  pit i fu l ly . 	
  
“No. 	
  Are	
  you	
  going	
  to	
  try 	
  harming	
  me?”	
   	
  
“Not	
  unless 	
  you	
  try 	
  harm	
  me.” 	
   	
  
“ I 	
  sa id	
   I 	
  wasn’t 	
  going	
  to	
  try 	
  harm	
  you.” 	
   	
  
“What	
   i f 	
  you	
  forget?”	
  
“Forget 	
  what?”	
   	
  
“Exact ly!” 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  s ighed. 	
   	
  
“Look	
   I 	
   just 	
  want	
  to	
  get 	
  to	
  the	
  Map	
  Fountain, 	
  a lr ight?”	
  Str ipe	
  

stepped	
  out 	
   from	
  behind	
  his 	
   tree. 	
  “ I ’m	
  not 	
   interested	
   in 	
  hurt ing	
  you. 	
  
You	
   just 	
   looked…	
  Wel l , 	
  you	
   looked	
  fearsome. 	
  Sort 	
  of .” 	
  

“ I 	
  d id?”	
  The	
  creature	
  popped	
  up	
  from	
  behind	
  the	
  rock, 	
   i ts 	
  dark	
  
puppy	
  eyes	
  g leaming	
  and	
   i ts 	
  huge	
  smi le	
  stretching	
  wide. 	
  

“Wel l 	
   i t 	
  was	
  a 	
  bit 	
  confusing	
  because	
  of 	
   the	
  crying	
  but 	
  you	
  certainly 	
  
have	
  an	
   impress ive…	
   jaw	
  span,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  

The	
  creature’s 	
   face	
  scrunched	
  up	
  as 	
   i t 	
  contorted	
   into	
  a 	
  pre-­‐school 	
  
photo	
  gr in 	
  that 	
  revealed	
  a	
   few	
  hundred	
  thin	
  sharp	
  white	
  teeth. 	
  The	
  
juxtaposit ion	
  between	
  the	
   innocence	
  of 	
   the	
  pose	
  and	
  the	
  damage	
  
potent ia l 	
  of 	
   the	
  teeth	
  made	
  Str ipe	
  gulp. 	
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  “ I ’m	
  also	
  try ing	
  to	
  get 	
  a 	
  Map,” 	
  said	
  the	
  creature. 	
  “But 	
  the	
  forest 	
  
guardian	
  keeps	
  nabbing	
  me. 	
   I ’ve	
  managed	
  to	
   f igure	
  out 	
  a 	
   l i t t le 	
  
though.” 	
   I t 	
   f l ipped	
  over 	
  a 	
   f in 	
  reveal ing	
  a 	
  col lect ion	
  of 	
   inky	
  symbols 	
  
transcr ibed	
   l ike	
  notes	
  on	
   i ts 	
   large	
  f lat 	
  palm. 	
   	
  

“You	
  see, 	
   the	
  forest 	
   is 	
  a 	
  very, 	
  very	
  big 	
  puzzle. 	
   I t ’s 	
   fu l l 	
  of 	
  br idges	
  
and	
  pits 	
  without	
  br idges. 	
   I t 	
  has	
   ladders 	
  and	
  ropes. 	
   I t 	
  has	
  routes	
  with	
  
di f ferent 	
  colour	
  schemes, 	
   i t 	
  has	
   levers 	
  and	
  weights 	
  and	
  passwords	
  
you	
  have	
  to	
  remember. 	
   I t ’s 	
   this 	
  real ly 	
  b ig 	
  complex	
  maze	
  and	
  here’s 	
  
the	
  worst 	
  part : 	
   i t ’s 	
  guarded	
  by	
  a 	
  Thoughtrantula, 	
  an	
   Idea	
  Spider.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  wanted	
  to	
  ask	
  the	
  creature	
  what	
  an	
   Idea	
  Spider 	
  was	
  but 	
   i t 	
  
was	
  gett ing	
  worked	
  up	
  by	
   i ts 	
  own	
  story. 	
  

“You	
  see, 	
   I 	
  keep	
  gett ing	
  pretty 	
   far 	
  and	
  then	
   I ’ l l 	
  get 	
  caught	
   in 	
  his 	
  
web	
  or 	
  he’ l l 	
  ambush	
  me, 	
   l ike	
  a, 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  big 	
   fuzzy	
  arm	
  that 	
  wi l l 	
   just , 	
   just 	
  
wrap	
  around	
  me	
  and	
  then	
  suddenly	
   I 	
   lose	
  my	
  plan	
  to	
  get 	
  past 	
   the	
  
next 	
  obstacle	
  – 	
   i t ’s 	
   just 	
  gone	
  from	
  my	
  head. 	
   I ’ l l 	
   just 	
  suddenly	
  be	
  
waist 	
  deep	
   in 	
  mud	
  with	
  a 	
   large	
  yel low	
  bal l 	
  and	
  a	
  sheep	
   in 	
  a 	
  row	
  boat 	
  
behind	
  me	
  and	
  a	
  green	
  arrow	
   in	
   front 	
  of 	
  me	
  point ing	
   left 	
  and	
  a	
  blue	
  
one	
  point ing	
  r ight 	
  and	
  then	
   I 	
  have	
  no	
   idea	
  what	
  my	
   idea	
  was. 	
   I t ’s 	
   l ike	
  
writ ing	
  a 	
  test 	
  but 	
  as 	
  soon	
  as 	
  you	
  get 	
  one	
  thing	
  wrong	
  you	
  wake	
  up	
  
the	
  morning	
  you’re	
  supposed	
  to	
  write	
   i t 	
  and	
  you’ve	
  forgotten	
  
everything.” 	
   	
  

The	
   l i t t le 	
  creature	
  spoke	
   in 	
  a 	
  throaty	
  voice, 	
  squeezing	
  his 	
  words	
  
out 	
  careful ly 	
  so	
  that 	
  they’d	
  survive	
  the	
  s lobbery	
   journey	
  through	
  his 	
  
toothy	
  mouth. 	
  He	
  spoke	
  with	
  excitement	
  and	
  frustrat ion, 	
  wheezing	
  
when	
  he	
  ran	
  out 	
  of 	
  breath	
  and	
  then	
  racing	
  on. 	
   	
  

“So, 	
  so	
   I ’ve	
  been	
  try ing	
  to	
  write	
  things	
  down	
  but, 	
  but 	
  – 	
   I 	
   think	
  the	
  
bal l 	
   i s 	
   to 	
  open	
  a	
  door	
  and	
  the	
  sheep	
   is 	
   to	
  tr igger 	
  an	
  opening	
   lever, 	
  
but 	
  he	
   just 	
  keeps	
  gett ing	
  me!	
  And	
   i t ’s 	
   real ly 	
  hard	
  to	
  write	
  with	
   f ins! 	
  
I ’m	
  never	
  going	
  to	
  get 	
  my	
  Map	
  and	
  quest.” 	
   	
  

The	
   l i t t le 	
  creature	
   looked	
  down	
  with	
  sad	
  watery	
  eyes. 	
  Str ipe	
  gave	
  
him	
  a	
  hand	
  up	
  then	
  turned	
  and	
  charged	
   into	
  the	
  woods. 	
  The	
  
creature’s 	
   face	
  creased	
   in 	
  deep	
  thought, 	
   then	
   i t 	
  shrugged	
  and	
  
c lambered	
  after 	
  him. 	
  

	
  
Ï 

	
  
Str ipe	
  bolted	
  madly	
  through	
  the	
  trees, 	
   running, 	
   running	
  to	
  outrun	
  

any	
  stray	
  thought	
  or 	
  c lever 	
   idea	
  that 	
  could	
  pop	
   into	
  his 	
  mind. 	
  His 	
  
p lan	
  was	
  to	
  not 	
  have	
  any	
  plan	
  at 	
  a l l 	
  and	
  thus	
  be	
   immune	
  to	
  the	
  
spider, 	
  a l though	
  he	
  hadn’t 	
  even	
  given	
  himself 	
   t ime	
  to	
   ful ly 	
  
comprehend	
  even	
  that. 	
  He	
  began	
  to	
  yel l 	
  nonsensical 	
  sounds. 	
  He	
  
passed	
  a	
  green	
  s ign	
  and	
  kicked	
   i t . 	
  He	
  paused	
  to	
  catch	
  his 	
  breath	
  and	
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attempted	
  to	
  yel l 	
   the	
  a lphabet	
  backwards. 	
  He	
  turned	
  r ight 	
  and	
  scaled	
  
a	
  v iney	
  old	
  stone	
  block. 	
  He	
  f lung	
  himself 	
   f rom	
  the	
  block	
  and	
  
ploughed	
  through	
  a	
  mushy	
  pool . 	
  He	
  z igzagged	
  through	
  trees	
   ignoring	
  
any	
  useful 	
   looking	
  objects . 	
  He	
  tr ipped	
  over 	
  a 	
   ladder, 	
  p icked	
   i t 	
  up	
  and	
  
f lung	
   i t . 	
  His 	
  heart 	
  was	
  pounding, 	
  he	
  was	
  absolutely 	
  exhausted	
  but 	
  
st i l l 	
  he	
  carr ied	
  on. 	
  From	
  behind	
  a	
  dark	
  mossy	
   log	
  a 	
  voice	
  whispered	
  
out, 	
  “Tasty, 	
   tasty 	
  thoughts.” 	
   	
  

I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  deep	
  voice	
  that 	
  stretched	
  out 	
  the	
  s ’s 	
  and	
  syl lables 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
they	
  were	
  tangy	
  sweets. 	
  Str ipe	
   ignored	
   i t 	
  and	
  continued	
  to	
  run	
  
around	
  as 	
  unintel l igent ly 	
  as 	
  he	
  could. 	
  He	
  charged	
  down	
  a	
  dense	
  
bushy	
  s lope, 	
  knocking	
  his 	
  shoulder	
   into	
  a 	
  tree. 	
  A	
  sharp	
  pain	
  tore	
  
through	
  him	
  but	
  he	
  spr inted	
  on	
  regardless. 	
  The	
  forest 	
  grew	
  denser 	
  
and	
  the	
  plants 	
  wi lder 	
  and	
  the	
  trees	
  more	
  adept	
  at 	
  ominously 	
  
snagging	
  pieces	
  of 	
  c lothing	
   l ike	
  gnarled	
  hands. 	
  Nest l ing	
   in 	
  a 	
  pool 	
  of 	
  
mist , 	
  a 	
  gate	
  to	
  an	
  underground	
  passage	
   loomed	
  before	
  Str ipe. 	
  He	
  
began	
  to	
  run	
  around	
   i t 	
   in 	
  c irc les. 	
   	
  

“Sweet, 	
  sweet	
   ideas.” 	
   	
  
The	
  voice	
  cur led	
  around	
  the	
   leaves	
   l ike	
  sonic 	
  curs ive. 	
  Str ipe	
  

countered	
   i t 	
  by	
  try ing	
  to	
  picture	
  di f ferent 	
  animals 	
   in 	
  di f ferent 	
  k inds	
  
of 	
  hats, 	
  whi le 	
  he	
  randomly	
   lurched	
   in 	
  a 	
  new	
  direct ion. 	
  Soon	
  he	
  was	
  
too	
  dizzy	
  to	
  think	
  about	
  anything	
  at 	
  a l l 	
  expect 	
  the	
  dank	
  smel l 	
  of 	
   the	
  
forest . 	
  He	
  skipped	
  along	
  a	
  ser ies 	
  of 	
  d i f ferent ly 	
  coloured	
  stepping	
  
stones	
  that 	
  stood	
  f i rm	
   in	
  a 	
  babbl ing	
  stream	
  taking	
  absolutely 	
  no	
  
interest 	
   in 	
  their 	
   inscr ibed	
  symbols . 	
   	
  

He	
  tr ipped, 	
   fa l l ing	
   face	
  f i rst 	
   into	
  the	
  cold	
  water 	
  and	
  the	
  voice	
  
tr ick led	
  around	
  his 	
   ideas	
   l ike	
  a 	
  current. 	
   	
  

“Del ic ious	
  dreams	
  and	
  palatable	
  plans	
  – 	
  a l l 	
  so	
  sat isfy ing.” 	
  
Str ipe	
  broke	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  water 	
  and	
  stumbled	
  along	
  the	
  ground	
  and	
  

col lapsed	
  exhausted. 	
  He	
  began	
  to	
  try 	
   f igure	
  out 	
  how	
  many	
  grains 	
  of 	
  
r ice	
   i t 	
  would	
  take	
  to	
   f i l l 	
  a 	
  bowl. 	
  His 	
   tra in	
  of 	
   thought	
  was	
  v iolent ly 	
  
derai led	
  when	
  he	
  not iced	
  the	
  bodies. 	
  Al l 	
  k inds	
  of 	
  bodies, 	
  each	
  a	
   l imp	
  
monument	
  to	
  the	
  versat i l i ty 	
  of 	
  death. 	
  They	
  rested	
   in 	
  and	
  along	
  the	
  
r iver, 	
  grey	
  and	
  gaunt	
   l ike	
  stone	
  f igures	
  carved	
  by	
  the	
  current. 	
  Their 	
  
shapes	
  were	
  al l 	
  wrong. 	
  Angles 	
  that 	
   l iv ing	
  things	
  could	
  not 	
  possibly 	
  be	
  
in. 	
  A	
  surge	
  of 	
   terror 	
  swel led	
  up	
   in 	
  him. 	
  Pul l ing	
  him	
  toward	
   lucid	
  
thought. 	
  Death , 	
  death , 	
  death . 	
  
	
   The	
  forest 	
  was	
  s i lent, 	
  nothing	
  but 	
  the	
  f l icker 	
  of 	
  dust 	
  dancing	
   in 	
  
the	
  fa int 	
  beams	
  that 	
  broke	
  through	
  the	
  blanket 	
  of 	
  branches	
  against 	
  
the	
  sky. 	
  Str ipe	
  panted	
  exhausted	
  and	
  afraid	
  and	
  suddenly 	
   fe lt 	
  cold. 	
  
His 	
  concentrat ion, 	
  or 	
   lack	
  thereof, 	
  was	
   fa lter ing	
  pul led	
   in 	
  by	
  the	
  gr im	
  
weight 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  s i tuat ion	
  and	
  the	
  weight 	
  of 	
  death	
  on	
  his 	
  mind.	
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  There	
  from	
  atop	
  the	
  branches, 	
   reaching	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  dense	
  
nightshade	
  fol iage, 	
  e ight 	
  thick, 	
  harrowing	
   l imbs	
  surrounded	
  Str ipe	
  
l ike	
  the	
  c law	
  of 	
  a 	
  toy-­‐picking	
  machine. 	
  They	
  dropped	
  with	
  smooth	
  
control , 	
  a lmost 	
   l i thely, 	
  and	
   landed	
  at 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   feet. 	
  Str ipe	
  fur iously 	
  
forced	
  himself 	
   to	
  considered	
  what	
  object 	
  to	
  a 	
  human	
  would	
  be	
  the	
  
equivalent 	
  s ize	
  of 	
  a 	
  grain	
  of 	
  r ice	
  to	
  an	
  ant. 	
  

Four	
  dark, 	
  bowl 	
  s ized	
  eyes	
  took	
   in 	
  Str ipe. 	
  They	
  g lowed	
  with	
  that 	
  
unique	
  entomological 	
  qual i ty 	
  of 	
  a 	
  bug’s 	
  gaze	
  –	
  s imultaneously 	
  
impenetrable	
  and	
  al l 	
  consuming. 	
  They	
  managed	
  to	
   look	
  vacant	
  and	
  
conniving	
  a l l 	
  at 	
  once. 	
  The	
  creature	
  wore	
  a	
  ta l l 	
  battered	
  top	
  hat 	
  
perched	
  on	
   i ts 	
  hairy 	
  head, 	
  rest ing	
  above	
   i ts 	
  bulbous	
  eyes. 	
  The	
  hat 	
  
was	
  as 	
   large	
  as 	
  the	
  grandfather	
  c lock	
  Str ipe’s 	
  dad	
  kept 	
   in 	
  his 	
  study. 	
  
Book	
  Lung	
  spread	
  out 	
  his 	
  mouth’s 	
  appendages	
  wide, 	
  each	
  fat 	
  black	
  
stump	
  the	
  s ize	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   forearms. 	
  The	
  Thoughtrantula’s 	
   fangs	
  
ratt led	
  menacingly, 	
  as 	
   i f 	
   the	
  creature	
  was	
  c lear ing	
   i ts 	
   throat. 	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
  

“ I 	
  am	
  Book	
  Lung, 	
  guardian	
  of 	
   the	
  forest 	
  – 	
  so	
   long	
  and,” 	
   i t 	
  chuckled	
  
“thanks	
   for 	
   the	
  memories.” 	
  The	
  creature	
  raised	
   i tsel f 	
  on	
   i t 	
  back	
   legs 	
  
and	
  stretched	
  out 	
  at 	
  Str ipe, 	
  pawing	
  at 	
  h im	
  as	
   i f 	
  bundl ing	
  an	
   invis ib le	
  
f ly . 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  consciousness 	
  s l ip 	
  away, 	
   the	
  world	
   fading	
   into	
  the	
  
black	
  behind	
  his 	
  eyes. 	
  The	
  trees	
   f l ickered	
  out 	
  one	
  by	
  one, 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  
power	
  outage	
  chasing	
   lampposts 	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  see	
  distant 	
  strands	
  
of 	
  condensed	
   images, 	
   l ike	
  photographs	
  that 	
  had	
  been	
  col laged	
  and	
  
spindled, 	
  a l l 	
   strung	
  out 	
  across 	
  the	
  space	
  that 	
  used	
  to	
  be	
  forest . 	
  He	
  
was	
  f loat ing	
   in 	
  an	
  al ien	
  web	
  of 	
   thoughts 	
  congealed	
   into	
  sol id 	
  matter. 	
  
A	
  web	
  that 	
  g lowed	
  and	
  pulsated	
   l ike	
  the	
  neural 	
  h ighways	
  of 	
  a 	
  brain, 	
  
e lectr ic 	
  and	
  scentless. 	
  The	
  ghosts 	
  of 	
   the	
  minds	
  of 	
   the	
  r iver’s 	
  dead. 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  worked	
  on	
  his 	
  day	
  dreaming, 	
  pushing	
   i t 	
   to 	
  the	
   l imit . 	
  He	
  
imagined	
  pockets 	
  of 	
   the	
  past 	
   in 	
  the	
  corpses	
  chests: 	
  a l l 	
   their 	
  hearts 	
  
baby	
  hearts 	
  s inging	
   in 	
  colour	
  and	
  cartoon	
  br i l l iance. 	
  Str ipe	
  chased	
  
his 	
  abstract 	
   fuzzy	
  thoughts 	
  away	
  from	
  where	
  he	
  was, 	
  away	
  from	
  the	
  
world, 	
  away	
  from	
  anything. 	
  He	
  ploughed	
  onward	
  toward	
  that 	
  ant i -­‐
nirvana	
  of 	
  brain	
  deadness	
  he	
  managed	
  to	
  achieve	
  during	
  the	
  f inal 	
  
lesson	
  on	
  a	
  Fr iday	
  at 	
  school . 	
  A	
  state	
   in 	
  which	
  no	
   information	
  could	
  
enter 	
  or 	
   leave	
  him. 	
  A	
  state	
  beyond	
  even	
  fanciful 	
  weekend	
  
contemplat ion. 	
  A	
  state	
   in 	
  which	
  his 	
  mind	
  was	
  a 	
  cocoon	
  and	
  his 	
  
thoughts 	
  were	
  neither 	
  caterpi l lar 	
  nor 	
  butterf ly 	
  but 	
  something	
   in 	
  
between	
  –	
  and	
  then	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he’d	
  been	
  dropped. 	
  He	
  tore	
  
through	
  the	
  strange	
  realm	
  and	
  crashed	
   into	
  awareness	
  on	
  the	
  ground	
  
again. 	
  Book	
  Lung	
  was	
  rear ing	
  back	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he	
  was	
  being	
  punched	
  by	
  a 	
  
swarm	
  of 	
   invis ib le	
   f ists . 	
   	
  

“Vacancy,” 	
  he	
  shr ieked	
   into	
  Str ipe’s 	
  head. 	
  “Recklessness. 	
  Expired, 	
  
creat iv i ty.” 	
  Book	
  Lung, 	
  Gatekeeper	
  and	
  Thought-­‐Eater, 	
   reared	
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backward	
  and	
  fel l 	
  over. 	
  He	
  twitched	
  twice	
  and	
  then	
   in 	
  a 	
   f inal 	
  garbled	
  
murmur	
  spat 	
  “Moronic 	
  poison	
  to	
  the	
  div inity 	
  of 	
  dreams,” 	
  and	
   lay	
  
st i l l . 	
  The	
  spider’s 	
  body	
  began	
  to	
  dissolve	
   into	
  the	
  earth	
  and	
  as 	
   i f 	
  by	
  
some	
  mutual 	
  react ion	
  f lowers	
  burst 	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  eyes	
  and	
  mouths	
  of 	
  
the	
  dead	
  unti l 	
   they	
  f lour ished	
   into	
  a 	
  garden. 	
  

I t 	
  seemed	
  that 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  plan, 	
  or 	
   lack	
  thereof, 	
  had	
  paid	
  off . 	
  Or 	
  
s imply	
  backf ired	
  so	
  badly 	
  that 	
   i t 	
  had	
  torn	
  down	
  everything	
   in 	
   i ts 	
  
spectacular 	
   fa l l . 	
  He	
  was	
  battered	
  and	
  exhausted	
   in 	
  the	
  middle	
  of 	
  a 	
  
maze	
  without	
  any	
   idea	
  what	
  to	
  do	
  next. 	
   	
  

Leaves	
  crackled	
  and	
  a	
  wheezing	
  sound	
  bobbled	
   in 	
  the	
  distance. 	
  The	
  
shark	
  creature	
  hobbled	
  up	
  to	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  

“That 	
  was	
  real ly 	
  stupid,” 	
   i t 	
  sa id. 	
  “ I 	
   th ink	
   I 	
   l ike	
  you.” 	
  
I t 	
  gr inned	
  and	
  then	
  quickly 	
  stopped	
  before	
  a 	
  bui ld 	
  up	
  of 	
  sal iva	
  

oozed	
  out 	
   from	
  between	
   i ts 	
  sharp	
  teeth. 	
  “My	
  name	
   is 	
  spl iX,” 	
   i t 	
  sa id. 	
  
“L itt le 	
  s-­‐p-­‐ l -­‐ i -­‐capital 	
  X.” 	
   I t 	
   reached	
  out 	
  a 	
   f l ipper 	
  and	
  helped	
  Str ipe	
  
up. 	
  “ I ’m	
  Str ipe,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  “Why	
  a	
  capital 	
  X 	
  at 	
   the	
  end?”	
   	
  

spl iX 	
  shrugged. 	
  “gobl iN	
  thing,” 	
  he	
  said	
  vaguely. 	
   	
  
“So	
  you’re	
  a 	
  gobl in?”	
   	
  
“gobl iN,” 	
  corrected	
  spl iX. 	
  
“gobl iN,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  
spl iX 	
  nodded. 	
  “There’s 	
  a 	
  picture	
  of 	
  a 	
  duck	
  on	
  your	
  hat,” 	
  said	
  spl iX 	
  

as 	
   i f 	
  Str ipe	
  might 	
  not 	
  have	
  not iced. 	
  
“ It ’s 	
  a 	
   logo,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  automatical ly . 	
  
spl iX 	
  nodded. 	
  “Now	
  that 	
  you’ve	
  knocked	
  out	
  Book	
  Lung	
   I 	
  can	
  take	
  

us 	
  to	
  the	
  fountain.” 	
  
	
  

Ï 
	
  
spl iX 	
  solved	
  the	
  rest 	
  of 	
   the	
  forest 	
  maze	
  with	
  rel ish. 	
  He	
  c lambered	
  

over	
  br idges, 	
  pul led	
   levers, 	
  opened	
  gates	
  and	
  moved	
  objects 	
  with	
  
wide-­‐eyed	
  del ight. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   l ike	
  a 	
  toddler 	
   let 	
   loose	
  at 	
  a 	
  carnival . 	
  The	
  
puzzles 	
  made	
  Str ipe	
  think	
  of 	
  h is 	
  mother. 	
  E l len	
  Culustro	
  had	
  a	
  natural 	
  
problem	
  solv ing	
  abi l i ty . 	
  She	
  could	
  quite	
  easi ly 	
  p lay	
  Str ipe	
  at 	
  chess, 	
  
help	
  F ispire	
  complete	
  a 	
   j igsaw	
  puzzle	
  and	
  do	
  a	
  crossword	
  on	
  the	
  s ide	
  
s imultaneously. 	
  What	
  made	
   i t 	
  a l l 	
   the	
  more	
   impressive	
   is 	
   that 	
  she	
  
would	
  beat 	
  Str ipe, 	
  p lace	
  more	
  puzzle 	
  pieces	
  than	
  F ispire	
  and	
  f in ish	
  
the	
  crossword	
  without	
  any	
  strain. 	
  Str ipe	
  recal led	
  her 	
  green	
  eyes	
  
g lowing	
  with	
  contentment	
  as 	
  she	
  wrote	
  down	
  the	
  answer	
  to	
  the	
   last 	
  
quest ion	
  of 	
  her 	
  crossword, 	
  Phrase	
  for 	
   f inal 	
  move	
   in 	
  a 	
  game	
  of	
  chess 	
  
while	
  voic ing	
  out 	
  checkmate	
  and	
  gl id ing	
  her 	
  rook	
   into	
  a 	
  posit ion	
  that 	
  
defeated	
  Str ipe. 	
  To	
  this 	
  day	
  Str ipe	
  wasn’t 	
  sure	
   i f 	
   the	
  crossword	
  had	
  
actual ly 	
  had	
  a	
  di f ferent 	
  answer	
  and	
  that 	
  she	
  was	
   just 	
  p laying	
  with	
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him	
  or 	
   i f 	
  she	
  had	
  real ly 	
  pul led	
  off 	
  such	
  a 	
   feat. 	
  When	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  asked	
  
her, 	
  her 	
  sharp	
  features	
  broke	
   into	
  her 	
  usual 	
  roguish	
  smi le 	
  and	
  he	
  
knew	
  that 	
  was	
  a l l 	
   the	
  answer	
  he	
  would	
  get. 	
  His 	
  attempt	
  to	
  grab	
  the	
  
newspaper	
  was	
  thwarted	
  by	
  E l len	
  pul l ing	
   i t 	
  away	
  from	
  Str ipe’s 	
  reach, 	
  
p lacing	
  a 	
  piece	
   in 	
  F ispire’s 	
  puzzle, 	
  which	
  was	
  a 	
  paint ing	
  of 	
  a 	
  group	
  of 	
  
badgers 	
  playing	
  cards	
   in 	
  a 	
  bar, 	
  and	
   leaving	
  the	
  room	
  nonchalant ly . 	
   	
  
	
  

	
  After 	
  an	
  hour	
  of 	
  running	
  about	
  and	
  complet ing	
  seemingly 	
  
arbitrary	
  errands	
  spl iX 	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  stood	
  before	
  a 	
  ta l l 	
  gate	
  draped	
   in 	
  
thick	
  greenery. 	
   	
  

spl iX 	
  was	
  holding	
  a 	
   large	
  battered	
  bronze	
  key	
  about	
  the	
  s ize	
  of 	
  a 	
  
broom.	
  Together	
  they	
  hauled	
   i t 	
   into	
   i ts 	
  s lot 	
  and	
  with	
  a 	
  considerable	
  
amount	
  of 	
  effort 	
   twisted	
   i t 	
   round	
  exact ly 	
   two	
  and	
  a	
  quarter 	
  turns. 	
  A	
  
resounding	
  c l ick 	
  whipped	
  across 	
  the	
  forest 	
  and	
  the	
  gates	
  went	
   loose, 	
  
swinging	
  outward. 	
  A	
  path	
  of 	
   l ight 	
  crept 	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  doorway	
  turning	
  
the	
  green	
  and	
  mossy	
  forest 	
   f loor 	
  golden	
  and	
  autumnal . 	
  Str ipe	
  and	
  
spl iX 	
  walked	
   into	
  the	
  glare	
  of 	
  a 	
  br ight 	
  meadow.	
  

	
   I ts 	
  grass 	
  was	
  thick	
  and	
   lush, 	
  studded	
  with	
  br i l l iant 	
  c lusters 	
  of 	
  
f lowers 	
  that 	
  wafted	
  a	
  sweet	
  scent. 	
  With	
  a 	
  shock	
  Str ipe	
  real ized	
  the	
  
f ie ld	
  wasn’t 	
  connected	
  to	
  anything	
  else, 	
   i t 	
  was	
   just 	
   f loat ing	
  
suspended	
   in 	
  an	
  endless 	
  sky. 	
   In 	
  the	
  meadow’s 	
  centre	
  an	
   immense	
  
fountain	
  stood	
  against 	
   the	
  horizon. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  about	
  as 	
  ta l l 	
  as 	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  
tree, 	
  with	
   fresh	
  f lowing	
  water 	
  g l istening	
  against 	
   i ts 	
  smooth	
  contours. 	
  
spl iX 	
  charged	
  up	
  to	
   i t 	
  and	
  dived	
  straight 	
   into	
   i ts 	
  basin. 	
  The	
   l i t t le 	
  
gobl in 	
  wriggled	
  and	
  splashed	
  and	
  rubbed	
  around	
  the	
  water 	
   in 	
  
precisely 	
  the	
  same	
  way	
  a	
  dog	
  rol ls 	
  around	
   in 	
  dirt 	
  after 	
   i t 	
  has 	
  been	
  
bathed. 	
  

Whi le 	
  spl iX 	
  was	
  submerged	
  the	
  fountain	
  began	
  to	
  tremble. 	
   I t 	
  shook	
  
soft ly 	
  at 	
   f i rst 	
  but 	
  a 	
  deep	
  ratt le 	
  that 	
  made	
  the	
  earth	
  growl 	
  began	
  to	
  
bui ld 	
  up	
  through	
   i t . 	
  Almost 	
  s imultaneously 	
  spl iX 	
   jumped	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  
basin	
  and	
  a	
  smal l 	
  object 	
  rocketed	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  fountain’s 	
  peak. 	
  spl iX 	
  
ran	
  from	
  the	
  basin	
  hurr iedly 	
  but 	
  the	
  object 	
  was	
  fast 	
  and	
  crashed	
   into	
  
the	
  back	
  of 	
  his 	
  head	
  making	
  him	
  fal l 	
  over. 	
  Str ipe	
  began	
  to	
   laugh	
  
heart i ly 	
  but 	
  was	
   interrupted	
  by	
  another	
  object 	
  v iolent ly 	
  smacking	
  
into	
  his 	
   face. 	
   	
   I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  very	
  t ight ly-­‐rol led-­‐up	
  map. 	
  Before	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  
even	
   look	
  at 	
   i t , 	
   the	
  fountain	
  began	
  to	
   fade. 	
  Clouds	
  could	
  be	
  seen	
  
dr i ft ing	
  behind	
   i t 	
  and	
  the	
  sky	
  began	
  to	
  take	
  over	
  the	
  space	
  where	
   i t 	
  
had	
  been. 	
  The	
  fading	
  effect 	
  spread	
  rapidly, 	
   the	
  meadow	
  growing	
  
more	
  transparent 	
  with	
  each	
  pass ing	
  moment. 	
  Str ipe	
  caught	
  a 	
  g l impse	
  
of 	
  an	
   immense	
  bui ld ing	
  appearing	
  through	
  the	
  grass. 	
  An	
  endless 	
  
upside-­‐down	
  tower	
   ful l 	
  of 	
  passages	
  and	
  books, 	
   l ike	
  a 	
   l i teral 	
  wel l 	
  of 	
  
knowledge. 	
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The	
   image	
  faded	
  as 	
  thick	
  grass 	
  began	
  to	
  condense	
  under	
  Str ipe’s 	
  
feet 	
  unt i l 	
  he	
  and	
  spl iX 	
   found	
  themselves	
  back	
   in 	
  the	
  val ley	
  basin	
   in 	
  
which	
  they	
  had	
  met, 	
  completely 	
  the	
  same	
  except	
   for 	
  their 	
  wrapped	
  
up	
  scrol ls . 	
  The	
  sun	
  was	
  beginning	
  to	
  set 	
  and	
  the	
  s ign	
  that 	
  had	
  
harassed	
  Str ipe	
  ear l ier 	
  was	
  busy	
  tel l ing	
  off 	
  an	
  ant lered	
  rabbit . 	
  The	
  
rabbit 	
   ignored	
  the	
  s ign	
  completely, 	
   immersed	
   in 	
  the	
  patch	
  of 	
  grass 	
   i t 	
  
was	
  chewing	
  contentedly. 	
   	
  

“Care	
  to	
  camp	
  with	
  me	
  tonight?”	
  said	
  spl iX. 	
  “ I 	
  have	
  f ish.” 	
  He	
  held	
  
out 	
  what	
  was	
   indeed	
  a	
  raw	
  f ish	
  and	
  smi led	
  his 	
   toothy	
  smi le. 	
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6. 	
  
	
  

	
  NIGHT	
  OF	
  THE	
  HUNTING	
  STAR	
  
	
  

The	
  campfire	
  crackled	
  br i l l iant ly , 	
   the	
  shadows	
  of 	
   the	
  forest 	
  
whispering	
  dances	
  to	
  the	
  f lame’s 	
  song. 	
   	
  

“So	
  you’re	
  a 	
  c irc le 	
  boy?”	
  asked	
  spl iX, 	
   looking	
  at 	
  Str ipe	
  with	
  
enormous	
  dark	
  watery	
  eyes. 	
   	
  He	
  wiped	
  his 	
  nose	
  with	
  a 	
   f in. 	
   	
  

“ I ’ve	
  been	
  cal led	
  that 	
  by	
  a 	
  r iddle	
  maker	
  at 	
  a 	
  br idge,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  
“You’re	
   from	
  across 	
  the	
  Furry	
  Sea,” 	
  spl iX 	
  explained. 	
  
“The	
  Fury	
  Sea,” 	
  corrected	
  Str ipe	
  automatical ly . 	
  “Wel l 	
   that’s 	
  what	
  

most 	
  people	
  cal l 	
   i t 	
  on	
  the	
  other	
  s ide.”	
  
“Def initely 	
  a 	
  c irc le 	
  boy,” 	
   laughed	
  spl iX. 	
  “From	
  that 	
  way.” 	
  He	
  

pointed	
   in 	
  what	
  Str ipe	
  guessed	
  was	
  the	
  direct ion	
  of 	
   the	
  br idge. 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  nodded	
  thoughtful ly . 	
  
“Spl iX, 	
   I 	
  had	
  no	
   idea	
  these	
   is lands	
  were	
  so, 	
  um	
  big?”	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  
spl iX 	
  began	
  to	
   laugh	
  so	
  hard	
  he	
  started	
  to	
  choke	
  on	
  the	
  dr ied	
  f ish	
  

he	
  was	
  chewing	
  on. 	
  After 	
  a 	
   few	
  minutes	
  of 	
  coughing	
  and	
  gagging	
  
spl iX 	
  recovered. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  decided	
  not	
  to	
  ask	
  another	
  quest ion	
  that 	
  would	
  expose	
  his 	
  
ignorance	
   in 	
  case	
   i t 	
  made	
  spl iX 	
   laugh	
  so	
  hard	
  he	
  ended	
  up	
   in 	
  the	
  f i re. 	
  
“So	
  you’re	
  a 	
  gobl iN?”	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  conversat ional ly . 	
  “Tel l 	
  me	
  about	
  
that,” 	
  he	
  added	
  awkwardly 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  asking	
  about	
  a 	
  hobby. 	
   	
  

“Yes. 	
  Now	
  I 	
  know	
  what	
  you’re	
  thinking	
  and	
  no, 	
   I 	
  don’t 	
  steal 	
  boats. 	
  
Or 	
   f ish.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  smi led	
  pol i te ly 	
   in 	
  an	
  effort 	
   to	
  try 	
  conceal ing	
  his 	
   face	
  g iv ing	
  
away	
  that 	
  this 	
  certainly 	
  wasn’t 	
  what	
  he	
  was	
  thinking. 	
  

“ I 	
  am	
  a	
  Land	
  Explorer,” 	
  spl iX 	
  went	
  on. 	
  “Whenever	
   I 	
  grow	
  t ired	
  of 	
  
the	
  depths	
  of 	
   the	
  underwater 	
  world, 	
  of 	
   the	
  dul lness 	
  of 	
  picking	
  
barnacles 	
  and	
  oysters 	
   in 	
  the	
  shal lows	
  of 	
   tropical 	
   lagoons, 	
  of 	
   the	
  
mundanity	
  of 	
  r id ing	
  walruses	
  through	
  thunderstorms	
  and	
  warr ing	
  
against 	
  sai lors 	
  day	
   in 	
  and	
  night 	
  out, 	
  attending	
  to	
  the	
  exhaust ing	
  
chores	
  of 	
  running	
  upside	
  down	
  along	
  frozen	
   ice	
  and	
  batt l ing	
  the	
  
Frost 	
  Warr iors 	
  above	
  –	
  or 	
  even	
  raiding	
   in 	
  the	
  great 	
  T idal 	
  Wars	
  – 	
   I 	
  
come	
  to	
  the	
   land. 	
   I 	
  have	
  braved	
  the	
  per i l 	
  of 	
  many	
  a	
   f ie ld 	
  and	
  
tr iumphed	
  against 	
   the	
  dryness	
  of 	
  several 	
   in land	
  roads.” 	
  spl iX 	
  spoke	
  
with	
  a 	
  deep	
  sense	
  of 	
  pr ide. 	
  

“Once	
   I 	
  even	
  ran	
  among	
  the	
  sheep,” 	
  he	
  said	
  as 	
   i f 	
   this 	
  was	
  his 	
   idea	
  
of 	
  r id ing	
  among	
  a	
  biker 	
  gang. 	
  spl iX 	
  went	
  on	
  to	
  tel l 	
  Str ipe	
  of 	
  his 	
  
dar ing	
  adventures	
   in 	
  greater 	
  detai l . 	
  How	
  he	
  had	
   left 	
   the	
  waters 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  
lagoon	
  cave	
  home	
  and	
  caught	
  a 	
  current 	
  to	
  the	
  coast . 	
  How	
  he	
  had	
  
r isen	
  from	
  the	
  ocean	
  and	
  walked	
  along	
  a	
  beach	
  ear ly 	
   in 	
  the	
  morning	
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under	
  navy	
  sky	
  and	
   infrequent	
  stars . 	
  How	
  he	
  had	
  spent	
  three	
  hours 	
  
f inding	
  a 	
  grassy	
   f ie ld	
  with	
  sheep	
  –	
  masters 	
  of 	
   the	
  myster ious	
  green	
  
lands	
  beyond	
  the	
  ocean. 	
  How	
  he	
  had	
  dar ingly 	
  walked	
  amongst 	
  the	
  
beasts 	
  and	
   in 	
  one	
   instance	
  patted	
  a	
  wooly	
  rump. 	
  How	
  the	
  sheep	
  had	
  
began	
  to	
  trot 	
  across 	
  the	
  endless 	
  paddock	
  and	
  spl iX 	
  boldly 	
  ran	
  
between	
  them,	
  a 	
  creature	
  of 	
   the	
  ocean	
  at 	
  one	
  with	
  the	
   lords	
  of 	
   the	
  
land. 	
  Str ipe	
  nodded	
  and	
  tr ied	
  his 	
  best 	
   to	
  take	
  spl iX’s 	
  account	
  
ser iously. 	
   I t 	
  seemed	
  spl iX 	
  considered	
  sheep, 	
  or 	
  perhaps	
   large	
  
quadrupeds	
   in 	
  general , 	
  as 	
  masters 	
  of 	
   the	
   land. 	
   I t 	
  was, 	
  he	
  supposed, 	
  
the	
  gobl iNs’ 	
  equivalent 	
  of 	
  a 	
  human	
  swimming	
  with	
  sharks 	
  or 	
  r id ing	
  
among	
  wales. 	
   	
  

“How	
  long	
  exact ly 	
  can	
  a	
  gobl iN	
   last 	
  on	
   land?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  “ I 	
  
mean	
   I 	
  cannot	
   last 	
  a l l 	
   that 	
   long	
   in 	
  the	
  ocean,” 	
  added	
  Str ipe	
   in 	
  case	
  
spl iX 	
  took	
  offence. 	
  

“ It 	
  a l l 	
  depends	
  on	
  the	
  dryness, 	
   the	
  heat, 	
  how	
  far 	
   in land	
   I 	
  go,” 	
  said	
  
spl iX. 	
  

“Okay	
  but 	
   I 	
  mean	
   I 	
  can	
  swim	
  for 	
  a 	
  whi le 	
  but 	
   I ’d 	
  drown	
  eventual ly . 	
  
How	
  long	
  can	
  you	
  adventure	
  on	
   land?”	
  

spl iX 	
   looked	
  away. 	
   	
  
“The	
   land	
   is 	
   in 	
  my	
  heart , 	
   I 	
  have	
  run	
  with	
  the	
  sheep,” 	
  he	
  repl ied	
  

dismiss ively. 	
  Str ipe	
  decided	
  not 	
  to	
  r isk 	
  chal lenging	
  the	
  gobl iN’s 	
  pr ide	
  
in 	
  his 	
  adventures. 	
  A	
  s i lence	
  hovered	
  between	
  the	
  two, 	
  punctuated	
  
only 	
  by	
  spl iX’s 	
  raspy	
  breath. 	
  Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
  help	
  but 	
  think	
  that 	
  the	
  
di f f iculty 	
   in 	
  the	
  gobl iN’s 	
  breathing	
  wasn’t 	
  ent irely 	
  natural . 	
  

“spl iX,” 	
  ventured	
  Str ipe. 	
  “Do	
  you	
  know	
  anything	
  about	
  Vik ings?”	
  
spl iX 	
  nodded. 	
  “They	
  steal 	
  stuff 	
  and	
  wear	
  s i l ly 	
  hats.” 	
  
Str ipe	
  paused, 	
  not 	
  quite	
  gett ing	
  as 	
   informative	
  an	
  answer	
  as 	
  he	
  

wanted. 	
  
“Yes	
  but 	
  do	
  you	
  know	
  anything	
  about	
  their 	
  h istory?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe	
  

hoping	
  to	
  get 	
  more	
  of 	
  an	
  answer. 	
  Again	
  spl iX 	
  nodded. 	
  
“They	
  have	
  stolen	
  things	
  and	
  worn	
  s i l ly 	
  hats 	
   for 	
  many	
  years,” 	
  said	
  

spl iX 	
  br ight ly. 	
  
“Yes, 	
  um…	
  did	
  they	
  discover	
  any	
  new	
  places 	
   to 	
  steal 	
  new	
  things	
  

from	
  and	
  try 	
  new	
  s i l ly 	
  hats 	
   in?	
  Maybe	
  some	
  place	
  nearby	
  that 	
   I 	
  might 	
  
be	
  famil iar 	
  with?	
  Perhaps	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea?”	
  

spl iX 	
   frowned	
  and	
  tapped	
  his 	
   f l ipper	
  against 	
  his 	
  dorsal 	
   f in. 	
   	
  
“ I 	
   th ink. . .” 	
  he	
  began. 	
  Str ipe	
   leaned	
  forward. 	
  “ I 	
   th ink	
  that 	
  they	
  

wear	
  the	
  same	
  s i l ly 	
  hats 	
  wherever	
  they	
  go.”	
  
Str ipe	
  nodded	
  his 	
  head	
  whi le 	
  s ighing	
   ins ide	
  of 	
   i t . 	
  He	
  wasn’t 	
  going	
  

to	
   f ind	
  any	
   information	
  related	
  to	
  Quincy’s 	
   theories 	
   from	
  spl iX. 	
  The	
  
f i re 	
  crackled. 	
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“So	
  what	
  br ings	
  you	
  to	
  this 	
  part 	
  of 	
   the	
  world?”	
  asked	
  spl iX 	
  pass ing	
  
Str ipe	
  another	
   fr ied	
  f ish. 	
  

“My	
  grandfather. 	
  He	
  used	
  to	
   love	
  these	
   is lands. 	
  Anyway, 	
  he	
  died	
  
and	
  wanted	
  me	
  to	
  scatter 	
  his 	
  ashes	
  at 	
  an	
  endless 	
  r iver 	
  or 	
  
something.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  retold	
  the	
  Story	
  of 	
  h is 	
  grandfather’s 	
   funeral 	
  and	
  the	
   last 	
  
few	
  days	
  between	
  bites 	
  of 	
   f ish. 	
  spl iX 	
   l istened	
  attent ively 	
  with	
  his 	
   f ins 	
  
pol i te ly 	
   folded	
   in 	
  his 	
   lap. 	
  When	
  Str ipe	
  f in ished	
  spl iX 	
  walked	
  soft ly 	
  up	
  
to	
  him	
  and	
  rested	
  a	
   f in 	
  on	
  each	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  hands. 	
  He	
  gave	
  Str ipe	
  a 	
  
purposeful 	
   look	
  that 	
  trembled	
  with	
  emotion	
  and	
  then	
  raised	
  his 	
  
head. 	
  His 	
  eyes	
  rol led	
  back	
   leaving	
  nothing	
  but 	
  their 	
  whites 	
  and	
  he	
  
began	
  to	
  make	
  a	
  strange	
  gagging	
  sound. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he	
  had	
  turned	
  
into	
  some	
  al ien	
  s lot 	
  machine	
  that 	
  was	
  struggl ing	
  to	
  cough	
  up	
  a	
  pr ize. 	
  
Str ipe	
  reeled	
  back	
  but 	
  his 	
  shoulders 	
  were	
   locked	
   in 	
  spl iX’s 	
  gr ip. 	
  He	
  
did	
  his 	
  best 	
   to	
  shield	
  his 	
   face	
  from	
  the	
  hacking	
  bouts 	
  of 	
  mouth	
  debris 	
  
that 	
  were	
  shooting	
  up	
  with	
  spl iX’s 	
   rhythmic	
  huff ing. 	
  spl iX 	
  seemed	
  to	
  
reach	
  some	
  crescendo	
  and	
  then	
  reached	
   into	
  his 	
  mouth	
  and	
  pul led	
  
out 	
  a 	
  ragged	
  tooth. 	
  His 	
  eyes	
  spun	
  back	
   into	
  a 	
  normal 	
  posit ion	
  and	
  he	
  
handed	
  the	
  tooth	
  to	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  

“For 	
  your	
   journey, 	
  Circ le 	
  Boy	
  Str ipe	
  from	
  across 	
  the	
  Furry	
  Sea.” 	
  
St i l l 	
   t ry ing	
  to	
  s low	
  down	
  his 	
  breathing	
  to	
  a 	
  normal 	
  rate	
  Str ipe	
  gently 	
  
took	
  the	
  tooth. 	
  Specif ics 	
  were	
   lost 	
  on	
  him	
  but	
  he	
  could	
  tel l 	
   that 	
  this 	
  
was	
  an	
  honour	
  and	
  that 	
  he	
  should	
  respond	
  accordingly. 	
  Str ipe	
  
reached	
   into	
  his 	
  bag	
  and	
  bl indly 	
   fumbled	
  between	
  the	
  knick-­‐knacks	
  
he	
  had	
  gathered	
   in 	
  that 	
  hasty	
  day	
  of 	
  packing. 	
  He	
  pul led	
  out 	
  a 	
  br ight 	
  
green	
  apple. 	
   	
  

“What	
   is 	
   that?”	
  gasped	
  spl iX. 	
  
“ I t 	
   i s 	
  a 	
  special 	
   f ruit 	
   f rom	
  my	
   land,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  “ It 	
  grows	
  amongst 	
  

the	
  sheep	
  and	
  cows	
  and, 	
  err , 	
  goats 	
  and	
   is 	
  a 	
  symbol 	
  of 	
   the	
  green	
  
f ie lds 	
  and	
  the	
   land. 	
  May	
  you	
  travel 	
  wel l , 	
   spl iX 	
  the	
  gobl iN.” 	
  

spl iX 	
  took	
  the	
  apple	
   l ike	
  a 	
   farm	
  boy	
  taking	
  a 	
  star 	
   from	
  a	
  cherub	
  or 	
  
a 	
  sai lor 	
   taking	
  a 	
  starf ish	
   from	
  a	
  mermaid. 	
   	
  

Later 	
  as 	
  the	
  night 	
  began	
  to	
  wind	
  down	
  Str ipe	
  wandered	
  to	
  the	
  
fr inges	
  of 	
   the	
  camp’s 	
   f i re l ight 	
  to	
  brush	
  his 	
   teeth. 	
  spl iX 	
  eyed	
  him	
  with	
  
cur ios ity. 	
   	
  

“What	
  are	
  you	
  doing?”	
  asked	
  spl iX 	
  eventual ly . 	
  
“WHSHWHASHWHS-­‐Brrush-­‐sh-­‐sh-­‐shing	
  ma-­‐CHKACHKACHKA	
  –gh-­‐gh-­‐

gh	
  teeth ,” 	
  Str ipe	
  explained, 	
  mouth	
  ful l 	
  of 	
  br ist les 	
  and	
  toothpaste. 	
  
“Oh. 	
  Do	
  you	
  have	
  rabies?”	
  
“WHSWHS	
  -­‐nNuuuuur.WHS	
  -­‐ 	
  Wh-­‐wha-­‐wha-­‐why?”	
  
“Then	
  why	
  are	
  you	
  doing	
  that?	
  And	
  why	
   is 	
  your	
  mouth	
  foaming?”	
  
“Toooof-­‐paaaste .” 	
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“Your	
  teeth	
  secrete	
  a 	
  paste?	
  Disgust ing!” 	
  
“Nrrrr 	
   ‘m	
   jurst-­‐sh-­‐sh	
  c leeeanin’ 	
   thom .” 	
  
“You	
  mean	
  you	
  don’t 	
   just 	
  grow	
  new	
  ones?”	
  
“Nuuuuur. 	
  Wel l , 	
  ooonlee	
  whon	
   I 	
  was	
   l i t-­‐ t -­‐t -­‐t le . 	
  Buuurt 	
  nw	
  I 	
  don’t .” 	
  
“You	
  are	
  nearing	
  the	
  end	
  of 	
  your	
   l i fe-­‐span?”	
  
Str ipe	
  spat. 	
   	
  
“No	
   I 	
   just 	
  keep	
  the	
  same	
  set 	
  unt i l 	
   I 	
  d ie.” 	
  
“How	
  impract ical ,” 	
  sa id	
  spl iX. 	
   	
  
	
  

Ï 
	
  

That 	
  night 	
  Str ipe	
  struggled	
  to	
  s leep. 	
  There	
  were	
  a 	
   lot 	
  of 	
  good	
  
reasons	
  why	
  he	
  couldn’t . 	
   	
  F i rst ly , 	
  s leeping	
  on	
  the	
  ground	
  was	
  
something	
  a ltogether	
  new	
  and	
  uncomfortable	
  to	
  him. 	
  spl iX 	
  had	
  
c leared	
  a	
  patch	
  of 	
  ground	
  and	
  placed	
  a	
  stone	
  as 	
  a 	
  headrest 	
  before	
  
tel l ing	
  Str ipe	
  that 	
  he	
  had	
  made	
  him	
  a	
  bed. 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  awkwardly 	
  
thanked	
  him	
  and	
  decided	
  to	
   leave	
  his 	
  s leeping	
  bag	
  packed	
  so	
  as 	
  not 	
  
to	
  undermine	
  spi lX’s 	
  effort . 	
   	
  

Secondly, 	
   the	
  stranger	
  he	
  discovered	
  this 	
  world	
  to	
  be	
  the	
  more	
  
estranged	
  from	
  his 	
  grandfather	
  he	
  felt . 	
  How	
  wel l 	
  could	
  he	
  real ly 	
  have	
  
known	
  Dusk	
   i f 	
   th is 	
  was	
  part 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  world	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  hadn’t 	
  had	
  a	
  c lue	
  
about	
  how	
  far 	
   i t 	
  stretched	
  or 	
  how	
  magical 	
   i t 	
  was?	
  He	
  not iced	
  
something	
  that 	
   looked	
   l ike	
  a 	
  porcupine	
  crossed	
  with	
  a 	
  bal loon	
  
f loat ing	
  a long	
  the	
  night’s 	
  breeze. 	
   	
  Did	
  his 	
  grandfather	
  know	
  about	
  
these	
  creatures?	
  And, 	
   i f 	
  so, 	
  how	
  many	
  of 	
   them?	
  Was	
  this 	
  where	
  the	
  
stor ies 	
  he	
  used	
  to	
  tel l 	
  Str ipe	
  came	
  from?	
  The	
  possibi l i ty 	
  of 	
   the	
  
stor ies 	
  being	
  true, 	
  of 	
   the	
  stor ies 	
  being	
  true, 	
   ratt led	
  his 	
  head	
  with	
  
wonder	
  and	
  terror. 	
   	
  

The	
  f inal 	
   reason	
  that 	
  s leep	
  wasn’t 	
  coming	
  for 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  spl iX. 	
  The	
  
l i t t le 	
  gobl iN	
  was	
  shiver ing, 	
  chatter ing, 	
  coughing	
  and	
   just 	
  general ly 	
  
funct ioning	
   l ike	
  an	
  electr ic 	
  b icycle	
  that 	
  was	
  running	
  out 	
  of 	
  charge. 	
  
Str ipe	
  dug	
  an	
  extra	
  shoelace	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  bottom	
  of 	
  his 	
  bag	
  and	
  
fashioned	
   i t 	
   into	
  a 	
  wrist 	
  bracelet 	
   that 	
  held	
  the	
  gobl iN’s 	
   tooth, 	
  h is 	
  
mind	
  try ing	
  to	
  spin	
  random	
  thoughts 	
  together	
  whi le 	
  he	
  did	
  so. 	
  
Eventual ly 	
  Str ipe	
  s l ipped	
  off 	
   into	
  s lumber. 	
   	
  

He	
  dreamed	
  quite	
  pleasantly . 	
  He	
  was	
  four-­‐years-­‐old	
  and	
  holding	
  
Dusk’s 	
  hand	
  and	
  walking	
  through	
  the	
  br ight 	
  colour	
  wheel 	
  roulette	
  
f ie lds 	
  he	
  had	
  passed	
  through	
  ear l ier 	
   that 	
  day. 	
  The	
  br ight 	
  orbs	
  Str ipe	
  
had	
  decided	
  to	
  cal l 	
  Colour	
  Thieves	
  radiated	
  their 	
  ambient 	
  electronic 	
  
hums	
  and	
  played	
  against 	
   the	
  blue	
  sky	
  whi le 	
  Str ipe	
   jumped	
  and	
  
laughed	
  and	
  Dusk	
  smi led. 	
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Ï 
	
  
	
  
I t 	
   fe l t 	
   l ike	
  barely 	
  any	
  t ime	
  had	
  passed	
  at 	
  a l l 	
  when	
  a	
  scream	
  

prematurely 	
  plucked	
  him	
  from	
  the	
  comfort 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  s leep. 	
  spl iX 	
  was	
  
point ing	
  at 	
   the	
  night 	
  sky. 	
  “A	
  hunting	
  star!” 	
  he	
  shr ieked. 	
  “ I 	
   just 	
  saw	
  a	
  
hunting	
  star!” 	
  

“What?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe, 	
  st i l l 	
   incoherent	
  with	
  s leep. 	
  
“ It ’s 	
  a 	
   f ierce	
  predator 	
  that 	
   looks	
   l ike	
  a 	
  constel lat ion. 	
   I t 	
  chooses	
   i ts 	
  

prey	
  and	
  fol lows	
  them	
  each	
  night, 	
  g lowing	
  br ighter 	
  and	
  br ighter 	
  unt i l 	
  
i t 	
  crashes	
  down	
  and	
  takes	
  you	
  up	
   into	
  the	
  darkness 	
  to	
  eat 	
  you! 	
  Run!” 	
   	
  

spl iX 	
  whisked	
  off 	
   into	
  the	
  woods. 	
  The	
   l i t t le 	
  gobl iN	
  was	
  beside	
  
himself , 	
  h is 	
  eyes	
  wide	
  and	
  his 	
  mouth	
  foaming. 	
  He	
  was	
  surpr is ingly 	
  
quick	
   for 	
  his 	
  smal l 	
   f rame	
  and	
  shot 	
  off 	
   through	
  the	
  trees	
  with	
  ease. 	
  
Str ipe	
  stuffed	
  his 	
  scattered	
  belongings	
   into	
  his 	
  bag	
  and	
  chased	
  after 	
  
him, 	
  heart 	
  pounding. 	
  Part 	
  of 	
  Str ipe	
  thought	
  that 	
  spl iX 	
  had	
  f inal ly 	
  
gone	
  mad	
  from	
  being	
  on	
   land	
  too	
   long, 	
  but 	
  unless 	
  his 	
  eyes	
  were	
  
deceiv ing	
  him	
  he	
  not iced	
  a	
  br ight 	
   l ight 	
   fol lowing	
  him	
  above	
  the	
  tree	
  
l ine. 	
  The	
  depths	
  of 	
  h is 	
  panic 	
  grew	
  deeper. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  at 	
   this 	
  point 	
   that 	
  
Str ipe	
  found	
  himself 	
   looking	
  down	
  a	
  very	
  steep	
  s lope	
  ahead	
  of 	
  h im	
  
with	
  a 	
   lot 	
  of 	
  momentum	
  behind	
  him. 	
  Before	
  he	
  even	
  had	
  t ime	
  to	
  cry 	
  
out, 	
   the	
  sky	
  became	
  the	
  ground	
  and	
  the	
  ground	
  became	
  the	
  sky	
  and	
  
the	
  balance	
  between	
  the	
  two	
  broke	
  and	
  Str ipe’s 	
  world	
  turned	
   into	
  a 	
  
washing	
  machine	
  cycle 	
  of 	
  speed	
  and	
  pain. 	
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7. 	
  
	
  

	
  MIND	
  YOUR	
  STEP	
  
	
  

Str ipe	
  woke	
  up	
   in 	
  surpr ise. 	
  Surpr ise	
  that 	
  he	
  was	
  al ive	
  and	
  surpr ise	
  
that 	
  his 	
  body	
  could	
  be	
  aching	
  so	
  much	
  without	
  being	
  scattered	
   in 	
  
several 	
  p ieces	
  over 	
  a 	
   large	
  area. 	
  His 	
  spine	
  felt 	
   l ike	
   i t 	
  had	
  been	
  pul led	
  
r ight 	
  out 	
  of 	
  h im	
  and	
  used	
  as 	
  a 	
  racket 	
   in 	
  a 	
  real ly 	
  v iolent 	
  game	
  of 	
  
ruckus. 	
  His 	
  brain	
  pounded	
  as 	
   i f 	
   i t 	
  had	
  been	
  disassembled	
  and	
  put	
  
together	
  hast i ly 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  spongy	
   j igsaw	
  puzzle. 	
  His 	
  r ibs 	
  ached	
  with	
  
every	
  breath. 	
  Str ipe	
  took	
   in 	
  his 	
  surroundings. 	
  Behind	
  him	
   loomed	
  the	
  
extreme	
  curvature	
  of 	
   the	
  s lope	
  he’d	
   fa l len	
  down. 	
   I t 	
  seemed	
  
impossible	
  that 	
  he’d	
  survived. 	
  At 	
   the	
  base	
  of 	
   the	
  s lope	
  a	
  s ign, 	
   this 	
  
one	
  fortunately 	
  showing	
  no	
  s ignals 	
  of 	
  any	
  sent ience	
  or 	
  bad	
  nature, 	
  
sa id: 	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
Str ipe	
   let 	
  out 	
  that 	
  special 	
  k ind	
  of 	
   laugh	
  that’s 	
   real ly 	
   just 	
  a 	
  cry 	
  with	
  

a 	
  sense	
  of 	
  humour. 	
  The	
  desert 	
  ahead	
  was	
  red	
  and	
  sparkl ing	
  and	
  
endless. 	
  Dune, 	
  after 	
  dune, 	
  after 	
  dune. 	
  Ripples 	
   in 	
  a 	
  s low	
  motion	
  sea	
  
of 	
  sand. 	
  Str ipe	
  heard	
  something	
  c lear 	
   i ts 	
   throat 	
  and	
   jo lted. 	
  His 	
  body	
  
was	
  not 	
  up	
  to	
   jo lt ing	
  so	
  the	
  result 	
  was	
  a 	
  deep	
  wince. 	
   	
  

“Don’t 	
  be	
  fr ightened, 	
   i t ’s 	
   just 	
  me.” 	
  The	
  voice	
  was	
  coming	
  from	
  
ins ide	
  Str ipe’s 	
  pocket. 	
  Cautiously 	
  Str ipe	
  reached	
   in 	
  and	
  withdrew	
  the	
  
only 	
  thing	
   in 	
  his 	
  pocket, 	
   the	
  rol led	
  up	
  map. 	
  He	
   looked	
  at 	
   i t 	
   in 	
  
astonishment. 	
  

	
  “Could	
  you	
  unrol l 	
  me	
  please?”	
  the	
  voice	
  said	
   in 	
  a 	
  muff led	
  tone. 	
  
The	
  map	
  vibrated	
  s l ight ly 	
  when	
  the	
  voice	
  spoke, 	
   l ike	
  the	
  tremble	
  of 	
  a 	
  
humming	
  throat. 	
  Str ipe	
  unfolded	
   i t 	
  gently 	
  hoping	
  a	
  map	
  with	
  a 	
  voice	
  
don’t 	
  mean	
  a	
  map	
  with	
  teeth. 	
  

“Ah, 	
   that’s 	
  better,” 	
   i t 	
  sa id 	
   lett ing	
  out 	
  a 	
  contented	
  s igh. 	
  “Right, 	
  so	
   I 	
  
suppose	
  you’ l l 	
  be	
  wanting	
  your	
  quest 	
  now?”	
  

Str ipe	
  felt 	
   f i re 	
  r ise	
   in 	
  his 	
  stomach. 	
   	
  
“Quest!? 	
   I 	
   th ink	
   I ’m	
  half 	
  dead,” 	
  he	
  said. 	
   	
   	
  
“That’s 	
  not 	
  bad	
  at 	
  a l l ,” 	
  sa id	
  the	
  Map	
  cool ly . 	
  “ I ’ve	
  had	
  a	
  quester 	
  

who	
  managed	
  to	
  become	
  ful ly 	
  dead	
  after 	
  being	
  severely 	
  maimed	
  for 	
  
two	
  hours.” 	
   I t 	
  paused	
  thoughtful ly , 	
   then	
  asked, 	
  “Would	
  you	
   l ike	
  to	
  
hear	
  about	
   i t? 	
  Perhaps, 	
   i t 	
  wi l l 	
  cheer	
  you	
  up?”	
  

MI ND  YOU R S T EP.  
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“No	
  thanks,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“Alr ight 	
  then. 	
   I 	
  could	
  tel l 	
  you	
  about	
  people	
  who	
  fai led	
   less 	
  

incredibly 	
  than	
  that ,” 	
   i t 	
  went	
  on. 	
  “ I 	
  once	
  guided	
  a	
  women	
  who	
  made	
  
i t 	
   to 	
  her 	
  dest inat ion, 	
  acquired	
  the	
  Maximum	
  Fire	
  Axe	
  of 	
  Zog, 	
  but 	
  
then	
  she	
  encountered	
  a	
  band	
  of 	
  Armoured	
  Scorpions	
   in 	
  a 	
  cave	
  f i l led	
  
with	
  highly 	
   f lammable	
  chemicals . 	
  She	
  certainly 	
  went	
  out 	
  with	
  a 	
  bang	
  
though.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  was	
  start ing	
  to	
  real ise	
  that 	
  the	
  Map	
  had	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  worst 	
  
personal i t ies 	
  poss ible: 	
  someone	
  who	
  cared	
  but 	
  who	
   just 	
  made	
  things	
  
worse. 	
  Str ipe	
  recol lected	
  how	
  Quincy	
  had	
  tr ied	
  to	
  comfort 	
  him	
  after 	
  
Dusk’s 	
  death	
  by	
  suggest ing	
  that 	
  maybe	
  Str ipe	
  would	
   inherit 	
  h is 	
  
te lescope. 	
   	
  

“ I 	
   real ly 	
  don’t 	
  want	
  to	
  hear 	
  about	
  a l l 	
   the	
  fa i led	
  quests 	
  you’ve	
  been	
  
on,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  Suddenly	
  a 	
  thought	
  struck	
  him. 	
  “Wait 	
  a 	
  minute, 	
   i f 	
  
you’ve	
  been	
  on	
  other	
  quests 	
   that 	
   fa i led	
  how	
  are	
  you 	
   st i l l 	
  here?”	
   	
  

“A	
  most 	
  good	
  quest ion. 	
  You	
  see	
   I 	
  ex ist 	
  outs ide	
  of 	
   the	
  paper. 	
  The	
  
paper	
  you	
  could	
  say	
   is 	
   just 	
  my	
   incarnat ion	
  per 	
  quest . 	
   I 	
  come	
  from	
  the	
  
Sky	
  House	
  L ibrary, 	
  which	
   l ives 	
  underneath	
  the	
  great 	
  Map	
  Fountain. 	
   I 	
  
am	
  part 	
  of 	
   that 	
  knowledge. 	
  My	
  brothers 	
  and	
  s isters 	
  and	
   I 	
  ex ist 	
   in 	
  the	
  
l ibrary	
  but 	
  can	
  carry	
  ourselves	
  through	
  maps	
  to	
  provide	
  guidance	
  and	
  
knowledge	
  for 	
   those	
  who	
  set 	
  out 	
  on	
  quests . 	
  We	
  can	
  come	
  and	
  go	
  as 	
  
we	
  please. 	
  The	
  map	
   is 	
  no	
  more	
  our	
   form	
  than	
  wood	
   is 	
   the	
  form	
  of 	
  
f i re.” 	
  Str ipe	
  recal led	
  the	
  f lash	
  of 	
   the	
  tower	
  unwinding	
  beneath	
  the	
  
fading	
  grass 	
  below	
  the	
  Map	
  Fountain. 	
  

“So	
  do	
  you	
  know	
  where	
  the	
  Endless 	
  River 	
   is? 	
  And	
  how	
   long	
   i t 	
  wi l l 	
  
take	
  to	
  get 	
  there?”	
   	
  

Before	
  the	
  Map	
  answered, 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
  rush	
  of 	
  anxiety. 	
  The	
   leaf! 	
  
The	
  ashes! 	
  Str ipe	
  c lutched	
  at 	
   the	
  smal l 	
  s i lver 	
   leaf 	
   that 	
  hung	
  around	
  
his 	
  neck. 	
   I ts 	
  mal leabi l i ty 	
  and	
  strange	
  weight 	
   felt 	
  unscathed. 	
  He	
   let 	
  
out 	
  a 	
  s igh	
  of 	
  rel ief . 	
  

“Why	
  certainly! 	
   I t ’s 	
  a 	
   three	
  day	
   journey	
  from	
  here	
   i f 	
  you	
  travel 	
  
wel l .” 	
   	
  

“What	
  do	
  you	
  mean	
  by	
   ‘ travel 	
  wel l ’?” 	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“ I f 	
  you	
  do	
  not 	
   lose	
  any	
  major 	
   l imbs, 	
  get 	
  eaten, 	
  captured, 	
   fa l l 	
  down	
  

a	
  wel l 	
  or 	
  general ly 	
  succumb	
  to	
  fa i lure	
  –	
  then	
  you	
  are	
  travel l ing	
  wel l .” 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
   l icked	
  his 	
   l ips 	
  and	
  swal lowed	
  nervously. 	
  He	
  knew	
  he	
  wasn’t 	
  

going	
  to	
  quit . 	
  Not	
  yet. 	
   	
  
“So	
  what	
  can	
  you	
  tel l 	
  me?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“There’s 	
  a 	
  picture	
  of 	
  a 	
  duck	
  on	
  your	
  hat,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map	
  cheeri ly . 	
  
“ I t ’s 	
  a 	
   logo,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  “What	
   I 	
  meant	
  was	
  where	
  do	
   I 	
  need	
  to	
  go	
  

now.”	
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The	
  Map	
  showed	
  a	
   feather 	
  swaying	
  from	
  s ide	
  to	
  s ide	
  a long	
  the	
  
page	
  as 	
   i f 	
   i t 	
  were	
  s lowly	
   fa l l ing. 	
   	
  

Suddenly	
  two	
  words	
   f i l led	
  up	
  the	
  Map: 	
  
	
  

MAP	
  UNAVAILABLE	
    
	
  

The	
  words	
   faded	
   leaving	
  nothing	
  but 	
  a 	
  blank	
  page. 	
  
Str ipe	
  tapped	
  the	
  page. 	
  
The	
  words	
  reappeared: 	
  
	
  

MAP	
  UNAVAILABLE	
     
	
  
	
  
Str ipe	
  began	
  tapping	
  the	
  Map	
  fur iously , 	
  but 	
  to	
  the	
  same	
  effect . 	
   	
  
“ I 	
  wouldn’t 	
  expect 	
  anything	
   less ,” 	
  he	
  mumbled. 	
  He	
  turned	
  back	
  to	
  

look	
  at 	
   the	
   long	
  s lope	
  he’d	
  tumbled	
  down. 	
   I t 	
  real ly 	
  was	
  amazing	
  that 	
  
he’d	
  survived. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  going	
  to	
  be	
  a 	
  tough	
   journey	
  back	
  up, 	
  but 	
  he	
  
wasn’t 	
  going	
  to	
  walk	
  through	
  a	
  desert 	
  with	
  a 	
  Map	
  that 	
  wasn’t 	
  
working. 	
  Str ipe	
  began	
  to	
  try 	
  pictur ing	
  the	
  route	
  he’d	
  take	
  when	
  he	
  
not iced	
  a	
  distant 	
  s i lhouette	
  creep	
  behind	
  a	
  bolder. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  quick	
  and	
  
subtle	
  but 	
  Str ipe	
  knew	
  without	
  a 	
  doubt	
  there	
  was	
  something	
  up	
  
there	
  that 	
  didn’t 	
  want	
  him	
  to	
  see	
   i t . 	
  He	
  stood	
  st i l l 	
  and	
  watched. 	
  
There	
  again, 	
   further	
  up	
  another	
   f igure	
  was	
  peeping	
  at 	
  him	
  from	
  
behind	
  a	
  patch	
  of 	
  bushes; 	
   i t 	
  quickly 	
  dipped	
  when	
  Str ipe	
   looked	
  at 	
   i t . 	
  
Head	
  throbbing, 	
  and	
  heart 	
  pounding, 	
  Str ipe	
  quickly 	
  changed	
  his 	
  
decis ion	
  and	
  made	
  off 	
  straight 	
   into	
  the	
  desert . 	
  He	
  heard	
  a	
  wi ld	
  
indist inct 	
  cal l 	
   r ing	
  out 	
   from	
  the	
  s lope	
  and	
   jogged	
  off 	
   further 	
   into	
  the	
  
sandy	
  horizon	
  running	
  on	
  a	
  spurt 	
  of 	
  nervous	
  energy. 	
  There	
  was	
  a 	
  part 	
  
of 	
  h im	
  that 	
  thought	
  the	
  cal l 	
  had	
  been	
  his 	
  name, 	
  which	
  disturbed	
  him	
  
even	
  more. 	
  Between	
  the	
  events 	
  of 	
   the	
  previous	
  evening, 	
  being	
   in 	
  a 	
  
r iver 	
   ful l 	
  of 	
  bodies 	
  whi le 	
  gett ing	
  attacked	
  by	
  a 	
  g iant 	
  psychic 	
  spider, 	
  
and	
  Gubblegirth’s 	
  attempt	
  to	
  chase	
  him, 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  developed	
  a	
  
distrust 	
  of 	
   this 	
   is land. 	
  Who	
  knew	
  what	
  monsters 	
   lurked	
  beyond	
  the	
  
horizon	
  and	
  what	
  they	
  were	
  capable	
  of?	
  He’d	
  take	
  a 	
  desert 	
  over 	
  
anything	
  that 	
  could	
  tr ick 	
  him	
  or 	
  eat 	
  him. 	
  

	
  
Ï 

	
  
I t 	
  was	
   incredibly 	
  s low	
  going. 	
  The	
  sand	
  was	
  f ine	
  and	
   lazy	
  and	
  

sucked	
  at 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   feet. 	
  The	
  sun	
  was	
  relent less. 	
  F ierce	
  enough	
  to	
  
make	
  Str ipe	
  appreciate	
  his 	
  sun	
  hat 	
  – 	
  which	
   indeed	
  was	
  a 	
  testament	
  
to	
  how	
  hot	
  the	
  desert 	
  was. 	
  Once	
  Str ipe’s 	
  nerves	
  had	
  sett led, 	
  he	
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began	
  to	
  quest ion	
  his 	
  choice	
  to	
  run	
  off 	
   into	
  the	
  desert . 	
  He	
  was	
  
shaken	
  from	
  last 	
  night ’s 	
  events 	
  and	
  was	
  perhaps	
  being	
  overly 	
  
caut ious. 	
  Making	
  fr iends	
  with	
  spl iX 	
  had	
  certainly 	
  paid	
  off , 	
  but 	
  then	
  
again	
  the	
  f igures	
  were	
  def initely 	
  try ing	
  not 	
  to	
  be	
  seen	
  and	
  the	
  yel l 	
  
they	
  had	
   let 	
  out 	
  when	
  he	
  set 	
  off 	
   into	
  the	
  desert 	
  was	
  far 	
   from	
  
comfort ing. 	
   I f 	
   they	
  were	
  fr iendly 	
  then	
  great, 	
  but 	
   i f 	
   they	
  weren’t 	
  
Str ipe	
  was	
   in 	
  no	
  posit ion	
  to	
  defend	
  himself . 	
  That	
  wasn’t 	
  a 	
  good	
  r isk 	
  
to	
  take. 	
  

Half 	
  an	
  hour	
  of 	
   trundl ing	
  through	
  the	
  desert 	
   left 	
  Str ipe	
  hopeless ly 	
  
lost . 	
  Nothing	
  had	
  changed, 	
   the	
  dunes	
  remained	
  the	
  same	
  and	
  the	
  sun	
  
burned	
  on. 	
  The	
  map	
  wasn’t 	
  working	
  either. 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  eaten	
  his 	
  dai ly 	
  
port ion	
  of 	
  dr ied	
  meat	
  but 	
  his 	
  stomach	
  st i l l 	
  grumbled. 	
  Str ipe	
  sat 	
  down	
  
in	
  the	
  sand, 	
   taking	
  a 	
  moment	
  to	
  catch	
  his 	
  breath. 	
  

“Map?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  There	
  was	
  no	
  reply. 	
  He	
  pul led	
   i t 	
  out. 	
  St i l l 	
  
b lank. 	
  He	
  tapped	
  the	
  page	
  and	
  a	
   feather	
  spun	
  round	
  br ief ly . 	
  A	
  
message	
  appeared: 	
  

	
  
BUFFERING	
  ↺ 

	
  
Str ipe	
  s ighed. 	
  Useless. 	
  

Str ipe	
   lowered	
  the	
  Map	
  disappointedly 	
  and	
  saw	
  an	
  arrow	
  printed	
  
in 	
  the	
  sand	
  r ight 	
   in 	
   front 	
  of 	
  h im. 	
  Curious, 	
  Str ipe	
  k icked	
  some	
  sand	
  
over	
   i t 	
  but 	
  the	
  grains 	
  shi fted	
  to	
  keep	
  the	
  arrow’s 	
  shape	
  consistent. 	
  
Str ipe	
   looked	
  around. 	
  He	
  was	
  completely 	
  a lone. 	
  He	
  k icked	
  sand	
  at 	
  
the	
  arrow	
  again	
  with	
  the	
  same	
  result . 	
  Maybe	
  the	
  Map	
  was	
  
responsible	
   for 	
  the	
  arrow?	
  

“Map	
   is 	
   that 	
  you?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  No	
  reply. 	
  Str ipe	
  shrugged	
  and	
  
caut iously 	
  began	
  to	
   fol low	
  the	
  arrow,	
  then	
  he	
  paused. 	
  There	
  was	
  
something	
   famil iar 	
  about	
  this . 	
  He	
  continued	
  to	
  walk	
  whi le 	
  turning	
  
over	
  the	
  elus ive	
  memory	
  nagging	
  at 	
  h im. 	
  Two	
  dunes	
   later 	
  Str ipe	
  
spotted	
  another	
  arrow.	
  Heart 	
  racing, 	
  he	
  ran	
  towards	
   i t . 	
   	
  

“Be-­‐dow-­‐ltu-­‐ers .” 	
   	
  Str ipe	
  froze. 	
  The	
  Map	
  had	
   just 	
   tr ied	
  to	
  say	
  
something. 	
   	
  

“Map?”	
  Str ipe	
  plucked	
  out	
  the	
  scrol l 	
  and	
   looked	
  at 	
   i t . 	
  
“War-­‐sha-­‐vul .”	
  The	
  Map	
  faded. 	
  
Str ipe	
  waited	
  to	
  see	
   i f 	
   the	
  Map	
  would	
  return, 	
  but 	
   i t 	
   remained	
  

s i lent. 	
  
Caut iously 	
  Str ipe	
  continued. 	
  
He	
  passed	
  the	
  arrow	
  and	
  kept 	
  walking. 	
  
“Lea-­‐ int-­‐tra-­‐!” 	
  a 	
  garbled	
  yel l 	
  came	
  from	
  the	
  folds 	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  

pocket. 	
  Angri ly , 	
  Str ipe	
  pul led	
  out 	
  the	
  Map	
   just 	
   in 	
  t ime	
  for 	
   i t 	
   to	
   fade	
  
again. 	
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Str ipe	
  shook	
  the	
  map	
  angri ly 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he	
  could	
  shake	
   i t 	
  awake. 	
  A	
  s ingle	
  
word	
  appeared: 	
  

▼ULTURE. 	
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8. 	
  
	
  

THE	
  DUEL	
  OF	
  DIRECTIONS	
  
	
  

Like	
  a 	
  kernel 	
  burst ing	
   into	
  popcorn, 	
   the	
   impenetrable	
  nugget 	
  of 	
  
famil iar i ty 	
  ratt l ing	
  around	
  Str ipe’s 	
  head	
  blossomed	
   into	
  an	
  epiphany. 	
  
Str ipe	
  remembered	
  s i tt ing	
  by	
  the	
  f i replace	
  with	
  Dusk	
  perched	
   in 	
  his 	
  
chair . 	
   I t 	
  was	
   late	
  and	
  the	
  whole	
  world	
  was	
   just 	
   the	
  two	
  of 	
   them,	
  
cocooned	
   in 	
  the	
  orange	
  glow	
  against 	
   the	
   inf in ite	
  night. 	
  Str ipe	
  must 	
  
have	
  been	
  s ix 	
  or 	
  so. 	
  Through	
  the	
  hazy	
   f i l ter 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  memory	
  Str ipe	
  
recal led	
  Dusk	
  ta lk ing	
  about	
  Arrow	
  Vultures. 	
   Images	
  began	
  to	
  tumble	
  
through	
  Str ipe’s 	
  head. 	
  Horr ible	
  creatures	
  with	
  scythe	
  faces	
   jutt ing	
  
out 	
  of 	
   tattered	
  bodies 	
   l ike	
  worn	
  dark	
  rags	
  st i tched	
  together. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  remembered	
  their 	
  chief 	
   tra it : 	
  sharp	
  taloned	
  feet 	
  that 	
  unfold	
  
in 	
  the	
  shapes	
  of 	
  arrows. 	
  Arrow	
  Vultures	
  stomped	
  across 	
  mud	
  and	
  
snow	
  and	
  sand	
   leading	
  the	
   lost 	
  and	
  desperate	
   into	
  harm’s 	
  way: 	
   into	
  
pools 	
  of 	
  quicksand, 	
  monster’s 	
  caves	
  or 	
   the	
  edges	
  of 	
  c l i f fs 	
   in 	
  misty 	
  
pla ins. 	
  The	
  Vultures	
  were	
  pat ient 	
  and	
  would	
  wait 	
  unt i l 	
   they	
  could	
  
s lowly	
  pick	
  apart 	
   the	
  scraps	
  they’d	
  reduced	
  their 	
  v ict ims	
  to. 	
  The	
  
Vultures	
  were	
  malevolent 	
  and	
  cunning. 	
  For 	
   fun, 	
   they’d	
  pass 	
  by	
  rural 	
  
farms	
  and	
   lead	
  res idents 	
  to	
  walk	
  toward	
  rakes	
   ly ing	
   in 	
  the	
  grass 	
  so	
  
that 	
  they	
  would	
  whip	
  up	
  and	
  smack	
  their 	
   faces. 	
  Or 	
  wasp	
  nests , 	
  or 	
  
snake	
  pits . 	
  Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
   recal l 	
   the	
  story	
  detai l 	
   for 	
  detai l . 	
  The	
  
events 	
  rested	
   in 	
  his 	
  head	
   l ike	
  an	
  abstract 	
  paint ing	
  of 	
  Dusk	
  tel l ing	
  the	
  
story. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  paused, 	
  consider ing	
  his 	
  next 	
  move. 	
  An	
  arrow	
   in	
   front 	
  of 	
  
Str ipe	
  beckoned	
  him	
  onwards. 	
  Str ipe	
  bent 	
  down	
  to	
  pick	
  up	
  a 	
  stone	
  
and	
   lob	
   i t 	
  ahead	
  of 	
   the	
  arrow	
  to	
  test 	
   i f 	
   i t 	
   led	
   into	
  a 	
  trap, 	
  but 	
  thought	
  
better 	
  of 	
   i t . 	
   I f 	
  he	
  threw	
  the	
  stone	
  and	
   i t 	
  exposed	
  some	
  kind	
  of 	
   trap	
  
then	
  the	
  Arrow	
  Vulture, 	
  or 	
  Vultures	
  would	
  know	
  he	
  was	
  on	
  to	
  them.	
  
The	
  trap	
  would	
  st i l l 	
  have	
  trapped	
  him. 	
  

Str ipe	
  had	
  the	
  advantage	
  of 	
  being	
  able	
  to	
  play	
  a long. 	
  He	
  tr ied	
  to	
  
recal l 	
  how	
  Dusk	
  had	
  managed	
  to	
  get 	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  s i tuat ion. 	
  Something	
  
to	
  do	
  with	
  s imply	
  going	
  the	
  opposite	
  direct ion	
  of 	
   the	
  arrows	
  and	
  
therefore	
  f inding	
  where	
  he	
  wanted	
  to	
  go	
  s ince	
  they	
  al l 	
  pointed	
  to	
  
where	
  he	
  didn’t 	
  want	
  to	
  go. 	
  Nice	
   in 	
  theory	
  and	
  good	
  for 	
  a 	
  story	
  but 	
  
not 	
  pract ical . 	
  Not 	
   in 	
  real 	
   l i fe. 	
  

	
   Just 	
  because	
  the	
  arrows	
  were	
  point ing	
  to	
  danger	
  did	
  not 	
  mean	
  
that 	
  they	
  were	
  al l 	
   fac ing	
  the	
  opposite	
  direct ion	
  of 	
  a 	
  way	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  
desert . 	
  The	
  sun	
  was	
  reaching	
   i ts 	
   ful l 	
  peak	
  and	
  the	
  horizon	
  had	
  melted	
  
into	
  a 	
  blurry	
  mirage. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  too	
  hot 	
  to	
  think. 	
  Str ipe	
  moved	
  his 	
  heavy	
  
tongue	
  around	
  his 	
  dry	
  mouth. 	
  His 	
  sa l iva	
  was	
  a 	
  thin	
  paste	
  and	
  when	
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he	
  swal lowed	
  his 	
  st inging	
  throat 	
  bobbed	
  empti ly . 	
   I f 	
  he	
  was	
  going	
  
around	
   in 	
  c irc les 	
   i t 	
  stood	
  to	
  reason	
  that 	
  the	
  Vulture	
  was	
   just 	
   try ing	
  
to	
  dr ive	
  Str ipe	
   into	
  complete	
  exhaust ion	
  and	
  dehydrat ion. 	
  That 	
  being	
  
said, 	
   i f 	
  Str ipe	
  decided	
  to	
  play	
  on	
   l ike	
  he	
  didn’t 	
  know	
  what	
  was	
  
happening	
  he	
  could	
  end	
  up	
  fol lowing	
  the	
  arrow	
  r ight 	
   into	
  a 	
  s inkhole	
  
or 	
  some	
  monster 	
  hidden	
   in 	
  the	
  sand. 	
  Str ipe	
  tumbled	
  over 	
  backwards	
  
l ike	
  he’d	
   lost 	
  h is 	
  balance	
  and	
  rol led	
  down	
  a	
  dune. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  good	
  way	
  
to	
  make	
   i t 	
   look	
   l ike	
  he	
  was	
  avoiding	
  the	
  arrow	
  accidental ly . 	
  

Being	
  on	
  his 	
  back	
  was	
   instant ly 	
  sat isfy ing. 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  so	
  exhausted	
  
i t 	
   fe lt 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he	
  was	
  st i l l 	
   fa l l ing	
  even	
  after 	
  he	
  had	
  hit 	
   the	
  ground. 	
  He	
  
forced	
  himself 	
  up. 	
  The	
  desert 	
  was	
  a 	
  burning	
  carnel ian	
  hue	
  that 	
  
melted	
  upward	
   into	
  the	
  sky. 	
   In 	
  the	
  dancing	
  heat 	
  of 	
   the	
  furthest 	
  
dunes, 	
  Str ipe	
  saw	
  his 	
  grandfather’s 	
   f i replace	
  and	
  felt 	
  homesick. 	
  The	
  
weight 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  hat 	
  made	
  him	
  think	
  about	
  his 	
  mother’s 	
  smi le 	
  and	
  the	
  
gr ip 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  backpack	
  straps	
  made	
  him	
  think	
  of 	
  grandma	
  Maelstrom,	
  
f i rm	
  but 	
  car ing. 	
  Str ipe	
  stumbled	
  onward, 	
  every	
  s lope	
  of 	
  sand	
  he	
  
crossed	
  an	
  ent ire	
  universe	
  and	
  each	
  moment	
  a 	
  sentence	
  c loser 	
  to	
  the	
  
end	
  of 	
   the	
  f inal 	
  chapter 	
  of 	
  his 	
   l i fe . 	
  Str ipe	
  thought 	
  about	
  his 	
   father’s 	
  
inext inguishable	
  opt imism	
  and	
  then	
  col lapsed. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  waited	
   in 	
  the	
  sand, 	
  exhausted, 	
  and	
  after 	
  a 	
   few	
  minutes	
  had	
  
passed	
  he	
  felt 	
  a 	
  weight 	
   land	
  near	
  him	
  as 	
   i f 	
   i t 	
  had	
  come	
  from	
  
nowhere. 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
   long	
  pointed	
   leg	
  harshly 	
  prod	
   into	
  his 	
  r ibs 	
  and	
  
did	
  his 	
  best 	
   to	
  stay	
  st i l l . 	
  The	
  smel l 	
  was	
  horr i f ic . 	
   I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  smel l 	
   that 	
  
wanted	
  to	
  shut 	
  down	
  the	
  brain	
  and	
  summon	
  your	
   last 	
  meal 	
  out 	
   into	
  
the	
  open	
  world. 	
  

	
   I t 	
  was	
  a l l 	
  he	
  could	
  do	
  not 	
  to	
  wince	
  or 	
  gag	
  as 	
  he	
  felt 	
  a 	
  beak	
   jab	
  
sharply 	
   into	
  his 	
  shoulder. 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  body	
  twitched	
  then	
  went	
  st i l l 	
  
again. 	
  A	
  s ickening	
  sensat ion	
  wel led	
  up	
   in 	
  Str ipe	
  as 	
  he	
  felt 	
   the	
  
Vulture’s 	
  weight 	
  creep	
  up	
  onto	
  his 	
  chest 	
  and	
   i ts 	
  stench	
  keep	
  creeping	
  
up	
  his 	
  nostr i ls . 	
  Eyes	
  shut, 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
   feel 	
  h is 	
  heart 	
  beat ing	
  against 	
  
the	
  weight 	
  of 	
   the	
  creature’s 	
   ta lons. 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
   just 	
   imagine	
  the	
  
Vulture	
  drool ing	
  over 	
  the	
  warm	
  blood	
  that 	
  was	
  st i l l 	
   f lowing	
   ins ide	
  
him, 	
   i ts 	
  eyes	
  greedi ly 	
  examining	
  the	
  veins	
  on	
  his 	
  neck	
   l ike	
  a 	
  diner 	
  
eyeing	
  a 	
   fresh	
  forkful 	
  of 	
  spaghett i . 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
  sudden	
  shift 	
   in 	
  the	
  
Vulture’s 	
  balance	
  –	
   i t 	
  was	
  going	
  to	
  str ike. 	
  Str ipe	
  opened	
  his 	
  eyes	
  and	
  
lashed	
  out	
  at 	
   the	
  Vulture, 	
  wrapping	
  his 	
  hands	
  around	
   i ts 	
  crooked	
  
beak. 	
   	
  

The	
  Vulture	
  thrashed	
  wi ldly , 	
  but 	
  Str ipe	
  tackled	
   i t 	
   into	
  the	
  sand	
  
before	
   i t 	
  could	
  c law	
  at 	
  h im. 	
  The	
  two	
  of 	
   them	
  tumbled	
  around	
   in 	
  a 	
  
dizzy	
  scramble, 	
  k icking	
  up	
  dirt 	
  v ic iously, 	
  unt i l 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  the	
  Vulture	
  
on	
   i ts 	
  back	
  with	
  a 	
  knee	
  pressed	
  against 	
   i ts 	
  chest 	
  and	
  his 	
  hands	
  st i l l 	
  
c lamped	
  around	
   i ts 	
  mouth. 	
  Str ipe	
  caught	
  his 	
  breath	
  and	
  then	
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increased	
  the	
  pressure	
  of 	
  h is 	
   r ight 	
  hand	
  and	
  eased	
  out 	
  his 	
   trusty	
  
rope	
  from	
  the	
  s ide	
  of 	
  h is 	
  backpack	
  with	
  his 	
   left . 	
   	
  

After 	
  a 	
  convoluted	
  dance	
  of 	
  wrapping	
  and	
  knott ing, 	
  Str ipe	
  s ighed	
  
in 	
  sat isfact ion	
  and	
  sat 	
  down	
  next 	
  to	
  the	
  bound	
  up	
  Vulture. 	
   I ts 	
  eyes	
  
looked	
  as 	
   i f 	
   they’d	
  been	
  dr ied	
  out 	
  and	
  smoked	
  up	
   in 	
  an	
  act ive	
  
volcano	
  for 	
  a 	
   few	
  hundred	
  years, 	
  a l l 	
  yel low	
  and	
  orange	
  with	
  red	
  
bloodshot	
  veins 	
   jutt ing	
  out 	
   l ike	
  roots 	
  holding	
  them	
  in	
  place. 	
   I t ’s 	
  dark	
  
pupi ls 	
   radiated	
  hate. 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  never	
  seen	
  so	
  much	
  scorn	
   in 	
  such	
  a	
  
smal l 	
  space. 	
   	
  

Panting, 	
  Str ipe	
  f ished	
   in 	
  his 	
  backpack	
  and	
  drew	
  his 	
  water 	
  bott le 	
  
and	
  took	
  a	
  desperate	
  gulp. 	
  The	
  Vulture	
  eyed	
  Str ipe	
  greedi ly . 	
   	
  

“Alr ight,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  “here’s 	
   the	
  deal . 	
  You’re	
  going	
  to	
   lead	
  me	
  out	
  
of 	
   this 	
  desert , 	
  no	
  tr icks, 	
  and	
   I ’ l l 	
   spare	
  your	
   l i fe.” 	
  

The	
  Vulture	
  stared	
   in 	
  s i lent 	
  anger	
  at 	
  Str ipe. 	
   I t 	
   looked	
  as 	
   i f 	
   i t 	
  was	
  
try ing	
  to	
  squeeze	
  bul lets 	
  out 	
  of 	
   i ts 	
  pupi ls . 	
  Str ipe	
  unbound	
   i ts 	
  mouth. 	
  
The	
  Vulture	
   immediately 	
   let 	
  out 	
  an	
  angry	
  hiss 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  kett le 	
  br imming	
  
with	
  rage. 	
   	
  

“Yes, 	
  yes,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  not 	
   interested	
   in 	
   i ts 	
  dramatics . 	
  “Now	
  
where?”	
  

“ I 	
  haven’t 	
  agreed	
  yet,” 	
  squawked	
  the	
  Vulture	
   i rr i tably. 	
  Str ipe	
  
wasn’t 	
  even	
  surpr ised	
  that 	
   i t 	
  could	
  speak. 	
  He	
  was	
  deal ing	
  with	
  a 	
  
creature	
  from	
  a	
  story	
  his 	
  grandfather	
  had	
  told	
  him	
  after 	
  a l l . 	
  

“You	
  don’t 	
  have	
  much	
  of 	
  a 	
  choice,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“Untie	
  the	
  rest 	
  of 	
  me,” 	
  spat 	
  the	
  Vulture. 	
  
“No.” 	
  
“Then	
  how	
  am	
  I 	
  going	
  to	
   lead	
  you?”	
  
“L ike	
  this ,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  plucking	
  the	
  Vulture	
  up	
  from	
  a	
   loose	
  strap	
  

of 	
  rope	
  above	
   i ts 	
  back. 	
  The	
  vulture, 	
   t ied	
  from	
  its 	
  neck	
  down	
  to	
   i ts 	
  
ta lons	
  dangled	
  next 	
  to	
  Str ipe	
   l ike	
  an	
  angry	
  travel 	
  bag. 	
   	
   	
  

“Now,	
  you	
   just 	
  g ive	
  me	
  direct ions	
  and	
   I ’ l l 	
   fo l low	
  you. 	
  Don’t 	
  get 	
  any	
  
smart 	
   ideas, 	
  any	
  trap	
  that 	
  you	
  try 	
   lead	
  me	
   into	
  wi l l 	
  a lso	
  take	
  you	
  out. 	
  
You’re	
  r ight 	
  by	
  my	
  s ide.” 	
   	
  

The	
  Vulture, 	
   real is ing	
   i t 	
  was	
  beaten	
  for 	
  now,	
  spat 	
  out 	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  bone	
  
spiteful ly 	
  and	
  began	
  to	
   lead	
  Str ipe	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  desert . 	
  The	
  worst 	
  of 	
  
the	
  heat 	
  had	
  gone	
  and	
  the	
  air 	
  was	
  started	
  to	
  cool , 	
   though	
  the	
  sand	
  
was	
  st i l l 	
   soaked	
   in 	
  splendid	
  warmth. 	
  A	
  gent le	
  breeze	
  fanned	
  Str ipe	
  
pleasant ly 	
  and	
  he	
  began	
  to	
  enjoy	
  strol l ing	
  a long	
  and	
  swinging	
  the	
  
trussed	
  Vulture	
  at 	
  his 	
  s ide. 	
  When	
  not	
  g iv ing	
  Str ipe	
  direct ions	
  the	
  
Vulture	
  mumbled	
  curses	
  and	
  bitter 	
  remarks	
  under	
   i ts 	
  breath. 	
  Most 	
  of 	
  
the	
  mutter ings	
  were	
   incomprehensible	
  but 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  make	
  out 	
  a 	
  
few:	
  

“To	
  think, 	
  me, 	
  Velgon	
  the	
  Spitter , 	
   trapped	
  by	
  some	
  stupid	
  chi ld.” 	
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“I 	
  wi l l 	
   spit 	
  bones	
   into	
  his 	
  eyes	
  one	
  day.” 	
  
Something	
  to	
  do	
  with	
  a 	
   l izard	
  and	
  a	
  stalagmite. 	
  
“ I 	
  wi l l 	
   spit 	
  bones	
   into	
  his 	
  offspr ing’s 	
  eyes	
  one	
  day.” 	
  
“Du	
  Waltz ’s 	
   route	
  for 	
  him. 	
  A	
  thief 	
  and	
   l iar ’s 	
   route	
  for 	
  a 	
  thief 	
  and	
  a	
  

l iar .” 	
   	
  
“Who’s 	
  Du	
  Waltz?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe	
  growing	
  t i red	
  of 	
   the	
  Vulture’s 	
  

angry	
  rant ing. 	
  
“A	
  thief! 	
  A	
  thief!” 	
  screamed	
  the	
  Vulture	
  swinging	
  back	
  and	
  forth	
   in 	
  

a 	
   frenzy. 	
  “He	
  used	
  to	
  pass 	
  through	
  this 	
  desert 	
  with	
  a l l 	
  h is 	
   thieving	
  
fr iends	
  to	
  smuggle	
  objects 	
  of 	
  power	
  around. 	
  He	
  was	
  the	
  biggest 	
   thief 	
  
of 	
  a l l ! 	
  Worse	
  than	
  an	
  egg	
  snake	
  even. 	
  Back	
  and	
  forth	
  he	
  came	
  always	
  
carrying	
  something	
  precious	
  that 	
  wasn’t 	
  h is . 	
  Then	
  one	
  day	
  he	
  and	
  his 	
  
f i l thy	
   loons	
  steal 	
   the	
  sweet	
   f lute	
   from	
  the	
   lady	
  of 	
   the	
  desert!” 	
  At 	
  this 	
  
Velgon	
  the	
  Spitter 	
  began	
  to	
  wai l 	
  and	
  writhe	
  madly	
  his 	
  anger	
  erupting	
  
in 	
  a 	
   ful l 	
   rat ’s 	
  skeleton	
  being	
   lobbed	
  out 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  mouth. 	
   	
  

“So	
  many	
  nice	
  meals 	
  used	
  to	
  come	
   in	
  the	
  desert 	
   looking	
  for 	
  her 	
  
dreadful 	
  music. 	
  And	
  Du	
  Waltz 	
   took	
   i t 	
  away! 	
  A	
  thief 	
  and	
  a	
   l iar! 	
  Taking	
  
away	
  that 	
  wretched	
  music!” 	
  

Str ipe	
  decided	
  not	
  to	
  ta lk 	
   for 	
  a 	
  whi le 	
   in 	
   fear 	
  that 	
  he’d	
  tr igger 	
  
another	
  ear 	
  bleeding	
  rant 	
   from	
  Velgon. 	
  The	
  sky	
  was	
  beginning	
  to	
  
darken	
  now	
  and	
  the	
  cool 	
  breeze	
  was	
  becoming	
  sharper. 	
  Eventual ly 	
  
Str ipe’s 	
  cur ios ity 	
  got 	
  the	
  better 	
  of 	
  h im. 	
   	
  

“So	
  you	
  spend	
  your	
   l i fe 	
  making	
  people	
  get 	
   lost 	
  and	
  then	
  eat ing	
  
them.	
  But 	
  you	
  cal l 	
  Du	
  Waltz 	
  a 	
   l iar?” 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  prepared	
  for 	
  the	
  bird	
  
to	
  explode, 	
  but 	
   i t 	
  d idn’t . 	
   	
  

“Velgon	
  makes	
  an	
  honest 	
   l iv ing	
  out 	
  of 	
  deceit ,” 	
  said	
  Velgon	
  plainly. 	
  
Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
  argue	
  with	
  that. 	
  

	
  As 	
  the	
  f i rst 	
  stars 	
  began	
  to	
  pierce	
  the	
  end	
  of 	
   the	
  day	
  Str ipe	
  
reached	
  the	
  boundary	
  of 	
   the	
  desert . 	
  A	
  dark	
  sequence	
  of 	
   f lat 	
  stones	
  
breached	
  the	
  sand	
   leading	
  off 	
   into	
  a 	
  mountain	
  range. 	
   	
  

“Velgon	
  knows	
  no	
  more	
  than	
  this , 	
  dreadful 	
  human	
  youth. 	
  This 	
   is 	
  
where	
  the	
  desert 	
  ends. 	
  Now	
  set 	
  Velgon	
  free.”	
  

Reluctant ly 	
  Str ipe	
  unbound	
  the	
  Vulture	
  who	
  spat 	
  a 	
  thick	
  bone	
   into	
  
Str ipe’s 	
   face	
  and	
  soared	
  off 	
   into	
  the	
  desert 	
  screaming	
   insults 	
  unt i l 	
   i t 	
  
was	
  gone. 	
  Str ipe	
  sat 	
  down	
  against 	
  a 	
  rock	
  and	
  exhaled	
  deeply. 	
  He	
  
would	
  set 	
  up	
  camp	
  here	
  tonight 	
  and	
  head	
  off 	
   tomorrow.	
  Str ipe	
  took	
  
two	
  gulps	
   from	
  his 	
  a lmost 	
  empty	
  water 	
  bott le, 	
  ate	
  an	
  apple	
  and	
  
reluctant ly 	
  took	
  a	
  str ip 	
   from	
  his 	
  deplet ing	
  supply 	
  of 	
  dr ied	
  meat. 	
  He	
  
wanted	
  to	
  try 	
  savour	
  his 	
   food	
  but 	
  his 	
  hunger	
  was	
   l ike	
  a 	
  separate	
  
force	
   ins ide	
  of 	
  him	
  and	
  nothing	
   lasted	
   long	
  against 	
  his 	
  wolf ish	
  
chewing. 	
  Str ipe	
  unrol led	
  his 	
  s leeping	
  bag	
  down	
  between	
  two	
  stones	
  
on	
  the	
  cool ing	
  sand	
  and	
   lay	
  down	
  with	
  his 	
  head	
  against 	
  his 	
  backpack. 	
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Before	
  he	
  had	
  a	
  chance	
  to	
   let 	
  off 	
  a 	
  relaxed	
  s igh	
  a	
  muff led	
  tremble	
  
came	
  from	
  in	
  his 	
   jacket. 	
  He	
  pul led	
  out 	
  the	
  Map. 	
  

“ I ’m	
  back!” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map	
  cheerful ly . 	
  “Can	
   I 	
  help	
   in 	
  any	
  way?	
  Happy	
  
to	
  help.” 	
   	
  Str ipe	
  grunted, 	
  not 	
  part icular ly 	
   impressed	
  that 	
   i t 	
  had	
  
decided	
  to	
  return	
  now.	
  

	
  “Where	
  were	
  you?”	
  he	
  demanded. 	
  
“The	
  desert 	
   is 	
  guarded	
  by	
  a	
  strange	
  force	
  that 	
  was	
  blocking	
  me	
  

out. 	
  Fortunately 	
   i t 	
  proved	
  to	
  be	
  of 	
   l i t t le 	
  danger.” 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  was	
  tempted	
  to	
  tear 	
  the	
  Map	
   in	
  hal f . 	
  “Why	
  didn’t 	
  you	
  say	
  

anything	
  before?”	
  
“Oh, 	
  wel l 	
  when	
   I 	
   real ised	
   I 	
  couldn’t 	
  say	
  anything, 	
  wel l 	
   I 	
  couldn’t 	
  

say	
  anything	
  real ly . 	
  A	
  paradox. 	
  Wel l 	
  not 	
  real ly . 	
  That’s 	
  not 	
  real ly 	
  a 	
  
paradox	
   is 	
   i t? 	
   I t ’s 	
  a , 	
  a 	
  – 	
  hmmm…”	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  tuned	
  out 	
   from	
  what	
  the	
  Map	
  was	
  saying	
  supress ing	
  his 	
  
desire	
  to	
  tel l 	
   the	
  Map	
  how	
  it 	
  was	
  perhaps	
  the	
  most 	
  useless 	
  travel 	
  
companion	
   in 	
  the	
  world, 	
  however	
   i t 	
  had	
  managed	
  to	
  make	
  him	
  recal l 	
  
what	
   l i t t le 	
  he	
  knew	
  about	
  Arrow	
  Vultures	
  and	
  i t 	
  stood	
  a	
  chance	
  to	
  
redeem	
  itsel f 	
   tomorrow	
  by	
  gett ing	
  him	
  through	
  the	
  next 	
   leg	
  of 	
  h is 	
  
journey. 	
  Maybe	
  a	
  combinat ion	
  of 	
  h is 	
  near 	
  death	
  experience	
  and	
  the	
  
day’s 	
  heat 	
  had	
  made	
  him	
  a	
   l i t t le 	
  moody. 	
  Str ipe	
  went	
  through	
  the	
  
motions	
  of 	
  sett ing	
  up	
  his 	
  s leeping	
  bag	
  and	
  brushing	
  his 	
   teeth	
  before	
  
ly ing	
  down. 	
  He	
  took	
  one	
   last 	
   look	
  out 	
  at 	
   the	
  desert 	
  and	
  then	
  fel l 	
  
as leep. 	
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9. 	
  
	
  

	
  ENLIGHTENMENT	
  BY	
  FIRE 	
  
	
  

In 	
  the	
  dark	
  per iphery	
  between	
  the	
  night 	
  and	
  the	
  morning	
  Str ipe	
  woke	
  
up	
  with	
  the	
  sense	
  that 	
  he	
  was	
  being	
  watched. 	
  The	
  desert 	
  was	
  blank	
  
and	
  the	
  rocky	
   landscape	
  around	
  him	
  seemed	
  empty. 	
  Str ipe	
   looked	
  up	
  
and	
  noticed	
  a	
  br ight 	
  c luster 	
  of 	
   l ights 	
  hanging	
   low	
   in	
  the	
  distance, 	
  
which	
  quickly 	
  bl inked	
  out 	
  as 	
  soon	
  as 	
  he	
  not iced	
  them.	
  The	
  Hunting	
  
Star. 	
  “We	
  need	
  to	
  go,” 	
  whispered	
  Str ipe	
  to	
  the	
  Map. 	
   	
  

“Alr ight 	
  then, 	
  our 	
  next 	
  route	
   is 	
  an	
  underground	
  pass 	
   in 	
  the	
  val ley	
  
ahead. 	
   Just 	
   look	
  out 	
   for 	
  the	
  ominous	
  cave	
  entrance	
  and	
  head	
  down	
  
it .” 	
  

Str ipe	
  wished	
  the	
  Map	
  had	
  a	
   face	
  so	
  that 	
  he	
  had	
  a	
  c lear 	
  place	
  to	
  
shoot	
  angry	
   looks	
  towards. 	
  The	
  way	
  that 	
   i t 	
  had	
  said	
  ominous	
  so	
  
innocently 	
  was	
  beyond	
  comprehension. 	
   	
  Quiet ly, 	
  Str ipe	
  rose	
  up, 	
  
gathered	
  his 	
   things	
  and	
  continued	
  along	
  his 	
  way	
  toward	
  a	
  ser ies 	
  of 	
  
dark	
  mountains 	
  starkly 	
  v is ib le 	
  against 	
   the	
  pale	
  morning	
  sky. 	
  As 	
  Str ipe	
  
continued, 	
   the	
  sand	
  thickened	
  and	
  darkened	
  and	
  crooked	
  pines	
  
began	
  to	
  r ise	
   from	
  the	
  earth. 	
   	
  

I t 	
  wasn’t 	
   long	
  before	
  he	
  was	
  moving	
  through	
  a	
   forest 	
   that 	
  seemed	
  
to	
  retain	
  the	
  cold	
  and	
  darkness	
  of 	
   the	
  night. 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  walked	
   long	
  
enough	
  to	
   feel 	
  sure	
  that 	
  he	
  wasn’t 	
  going	
  the	
  r ight 	
  way, 	
  when	
  he	
  
suddenly 	
  caught	
  s ight 	
  of 	
  a 	
  g lowing	
   l ight 	
  ahead. 	
  The	
   l ight 	
  spi l led	
  from	
  
a	
  cave	
  mouth	
  f l icker ing	
  with	
   f i re	
  and	
  framed	
  by	
  stalact i tes 	
  and	
  
stalagmites. 	
  The	
  cracked	
  entrance	
  broke	
  out 	
  of 	
  a 	
  ta l l 	
  smooth	
  
mountain	
   l ike	
  a 	
  disf igured	
  smi le. 	
  

“So	
  why	
  are	
  we	
  doing	
  this?” 	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“ It 	
   i s 	
   the	
  quickest 	
  route,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  
“Why	
  can’t 	
  we	
   just 	
  go	
  around	
  the	
  mountains?”	
   	
  
“We	
  could, 	
  but 	
  they’re	
   ful l 	
  of 	
  s ix-­‐ legged	
  wolves. 	
   I t ’s 	
  a 	
  sanctuary.” 	
  
“A	
  sanctuary?”	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  perplexed. 	
  “Who	
  would	
  bui ld 	
  a 	
  

sanctuary	
   for 	
  s ix-­‐ legged	
  wolves?	
   I 	
  mean	
  they	
  must 	
  be	
  pretty 	
  
dangerous	
  r ight?”	
  

“Absolutely. 	
  Their 	
   legs 	
  can	
  even	
  grow	
  back,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  “ It 	
  
would	
  have	
  made	
  more	
  sense	
  to	
  bui ld 	
  a 	
  sanctuary	
   for 	
  the	
  
unfortunate	
  v ict ims	
  of 	
   the	
  s ix-­‐ legged	
  wolves, 	
  but 	
  no-­‐” 	
  

A	
  strange	
  al ien	
  howl 	
  echoed	
  through	
  the	
  forest . 	
  Str ipe	
  ventured	
  
into	
  the	
  mountain’s 	
  maw.	
  As	
  soon	
  as 	
  he	
  entered	
  the	
  cavern, 	
   the	
  
opening	
  s lammed	
  shut	
  with	
  earth	
  shuddering	
  force. 	
  As 	
  the	
  tunnel 	
  
shook	
  the	
   l ight 	
   faded	
  and	
  s lowly	
  diss ipated	
   into	
  a 	
   f laming	
  torch	
  
rest ing	
  on	
  the	
  wal l . 	
  Str ipe	
  plucked	
   i t 	
  up. 	
  He	
  had	
  his 	
  battery-­‐powered	
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torch	
   in 	
  his 	
  backpack	
  but 	
  there	
  was	
  something	
  protect ive	
  about	
   f i re. 	
  
As 	
  he	
   l i f ted	
  the	
   l ight 	
  he	
  noticed	
  a	
  f i re 	
  ext inguisher 	
  dr i l led	
   into	
  the	
  
s ide	
  of 	
   the	
  cave. 	
  Before	
  Str ipe	
  could	
   invest igate	
   further 	
  he	
  not iced	
  
words	
  were	
  etched	
   into	
  the	
  cave’s 	
  wal l 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  c lawed	
  by	
  an	
  animal . 	
   	
  

They	
  read: 	
   	
  
	
  

WELCOME TO  THE HAPPY  LABYRINTH 
	
  

There	
  was	
  a 	
   l i t t le 	
  smi ley	
   face	
  c lawed	
   in 	
  underneath. 	
   	
  
“You’ve	
   lead	
  me	
   into	
  a 	
   labyr inth?”	
  Str ipe	
  cr ied	
  out	
   in 	
  terror. 	
  
“ I t ’s 	
  a 	
   fr iendly 	
   labyr inth,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  
“ Is 	
   that 	
  going	
  to	
  stop	
  me	
  from	
  gett ing	
   lost?”	
  
“Certainly 	
  not, 	
   I 	
  wil l 	
  stop	
  you	
  from	
  gett ing	
   lost ,” 	
  sa id	
  the	
  Map	
  

proudly. 	
  “Head	
  straight.” 	
  
“So	
  how	
  can	
  a	
   labyr inth	
  be	
  fr iendly?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe	
  whi le 	
  he	
  

walked. 	
  
“Wel l 	
   the	
   labyr inth	
   i tsel f 	
   isn’t 	
   fr iendly,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  “ Its 	
  

denizens	
  are.” 	
  
Str ipe	
  stopped. 	
  “What	
  k ind	
  of 	
  denizens?”	
  
“Oh	
  the	
  usual : 	
  Minotaurs, 	
   rept i l ian	
  beasts, 	
  creatures	
  with	
  red	
  eyes	
  

and	
  talons. 	
  Those	
  k inds	
  of 	
   things. 	
  Turn	
   left .” 	
  
“You’ve	
   lead	
  me	
   into	
  a 	
   labyr inth	
  with	
  Minotaurs?”	
   	
  
“Oh	
  yes. 	
  Lovely 	
  people,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  “Wel l 	
  not 	
  exact ly 	
  people. 	
  

Turn	
  r ight.” 	
  
“ I ’m	
  sorry,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  “But	
   I 	
   thought	
  they	
  k i l led	
  people. 	
   Isn’t 	
   that 	
  

the	
  point 	
  of 	
  a 	
   labyr inth, 	
   to	
  k i l l 	
  people?”	
   	
  
“They	
  used	
  to, 	
  but 	
  now	
  they’ve	
  stopped. 	
  Most ly.” 	
  
“Mostly?”	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“Wel l 	
   i t ’s 	
   the	
  wolves	
  that 	
  do	
  the	
  k i l l ing	
  now.”	
  
“The	
  s ix-­‐ legged	
  ones?”	
  
“Yes…	
  Ah!	
  Here	
  we	
  go.” 	
  
The	
   labyr inth’s 	
  passages	
  had	
  opened	
  up	
   into	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  amphitheatre	
  

with	
  a 	
  screen. 	
  A	
   l ine	
  of 	
  empty	
  racks	
  rested	
  along	
  a	
  c lawed	
  message	
  
reading: 	
  

 

LEAVE FLAMING TORCHES HERE  

	
  
Str ipe	
  rested	
  his 	
   torch	
   in 	
  a 	
  bracket 	
  and	
  entered	
  the	
  room.	
  
“Sit 	
  down,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  “This 	
  wi l l 	
  explain	
  everything.” 	
  
Str ipe	
  caut iously 	
  took	
  a 	
  seat. 	
  Despite	
  having	
  a 	
  number	
  of 	
  spacious	
  

benches	
  the	
  room	
  was	
  empty	
  apart 	
   from	
  him. 	
  The	
  screen	
  f i red	
  up. 	
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“Dear	
  v is i tors , 	
  welcome	
  to	
  the	
  Happy	
  Labyrinth	
  experience. 	
  P lease	
  
note	
  that, 	
   l ike	
  the	
  ent ire	
  tour, 	
   this 	
  screening	
   is 	
   free. 	
  A	
  donation	
  box	
  
wi l l 	
  be	
  avai lable	
  afterwards	
   i f 	
  you	
  wish	
  to	
  contr ibute.” 	
   	
  

Writ ing	
  dramatical ly 	
  whooshed	
  onto	
  the	
  screen. 	
   	
  
“What	
   is 	
   freedom?”	
  boomed	
  a	
  voice–over. 	
  “What	
  does	
   i t 	
  mean	
  to	
  

be	
  happy?	
  What	
  can	
  you	
  do	
  to	
  attain	
  both?	
  This 	
   is 	
   the	
  story	
  of 	
   the	
  
Happy	
  Labyr inth.” 	
  

Dramatic 	
  orchestral 	
  music 	
  burst 	
   into	
   l i fe 	
  as 	
  the	
  screen	
  cut 	
  to	
  an	
  
aer ia l 	
  v iew	
  of 	
  an	
  enormous	
  c i ty 	
  bui l t 	
  atop	
  a	
  g iant 	
  stone	
  pyramid	
  
structure	
  rest ing	
  between	
  two	
  mountains. 	
  Str ipe	
  real ised	
  this 	
  was	
  
the	
  same	
  mountain	
  range	
  he	
  had	
  passed	
  under	
   in 	
  order	
  to	
  enter 	
  the	
  
labyr inth. 	
   	
  

“Ten	
  years 	
  ago	
  the	
  Grongan	
  Empire	
  was	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  area’s 	
  most 	
  
powerful 	
   forces. 	
  But 	
  as 	
  they	
  grew	
  strong, 	
   they	
  grew	
  greedy.” 	
  The	
  
screen	
  cut 	
  to	
  a 	
  group	
  of 	
  manic 	
   looking	
  people	
   in 	
  makeup	
  and	
  togas	
  
eat ing	
  a 	
   large	
  roasted	
  feast 	
  whi le 	
  they	
   laughed	
  with	
  reckless 	
  
abandon, 	
  spi l l ing	
  wine	
  and	
  stuff ing	
  their 	
   faces	
  with	
   food. 	
   	
  

“Over	
  a l l 	
  of 	
   this 	
   ruled	
  Lord	
  Gorger. 	
  Gorger	
  kept 	
  his 	
  c i t izens	
   in 	
  
check	
  with	
  relent less 	
   force.” 	
  The	
  screen	
  cut 	
  to	
  an	
  angry	
   looking	
  man	
  
in 	
  a 	
  blue	
  toga	
  wearing	
  a 	
  powdered	
  wig	
  and	
  makeup	
  s i tt ing	
  on	
  a 	
  
golden	
  throne. 	
  The	
  man	
  was	
  screaming	
  angri ly 	
  at 	
  a 	
  smal ler 	
   f igure	
  
who	
  was	
  bowed	
  over, 	
  weeping. 	
  “When	
  things	
  did	
  not 	
  go	
  Gorger’s 	
  way	
  
he	
  released	
  whoever	
  or 	
  whatever	
  he	
  could	
  blame	
   into	
  the	
   labyr inth.” 	
  
Suddenly	
  the	
  man	
  on	
  the	
  throne	
  pul led	
  a	
   lever 	
  and	
  a	
  trapdoor	
  
opened	
  under	
  the	
  weeping	
  man. 	
  The	
  movie	
  cut 	
  dramatical ly 	
   to	
  a 	
  
quick	
  montage	
  of 	
   things	
   fa l l ing	
  down	
  trapdoors. 	
  An	
  angry	
   looking	
  
female	
  soldier . 	
  A	
  man	
   in 	
  a 	
  toga	
  with	
  a 	
  t ie 	
  and	
  glasses. 	
  An	
  empty	
  
wheelchair . 	
  An	
  ant lered	
  rabbit. 	
   	
  

“Gorger’s 	
  empire	
  was	
   l i teral ly 	
  bui l t 	
  upon	
  his 	
   infamous	
   labyr inth	
  
system.”	
  A	
  diagram	
  of 	
  the	
  enormous	
  pyramid	
  mountain	
   f i l led	
  the	
  
screen	
  with	
  a 	
  ser ies 	
  of 	
  b lue	
   l ines	
  dissect ing	
   i t 	
  and	
  twist ing	
   into	
  a 	
  
scrambled	
  network	
  of 	
   tunnels . 	
  A	
   f lap	
  opened	
   in 	
  the	
  roof 	
  and	
  a	
  beach	
  
bal l 	
  with	
  X’s 	
   for 	
  eyes	
  and	
  a	
   frown	
   landed	
   in 	
  the	
  middle	
  of 	
   the	
  
amphitheatre. 	
   	
  

	
  The	
  screen	
  cut 	
  to	
  an	
   image	
  of 	
   the	
  or ig inal 	
  smal l 	
  cry ing	
  man	
  
crashing	
   into	
  a 	
  dark	
  underground	
  tunnel , 	
   the	
  screen	
  shook	
  as 	
  a 	
  
Minotaur, 	
  an	
  armoured	
  crab-­‐ l ike	
  creature	
  and	
  giant 	
  serpent	
  with	
  
horns	
   loomed	
  over	
  the	
  unfortunate	
  offender. 	
   	
   	
  

“Then	
  one	
  day	
  everything	
  changed,” 	
  continued	
  the	
  voiceover	
  
loudly. 	
  The	
  screen	
  cut 	
  to	
  Gorger	
   in 	
  his 	
  powdered	
  wig	
  and	
  blue	
  toga	
  
playing	
  chess 	
  with	
  a 	
  young	
  gir l . 	
  The	
  camera	
  zoomed	
   in	
  on	
  the	
  gir l 	
  
moving	
  her 	
  rook	
   into	
  checkmate. 	
  The	
  move	
  was	
  ampl i f ied	
  with	
  a 	
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close	
  frame	
  of 	
   the	
  act ion	
  and	
  trembl ing	
  bass 	
  as 	
   i f 	
   the	
  piece	
  real ly 	
  
were	
  a 	
  tower	
  and	
  not 	
   just 	
  a 	
   f inger	
  s ized	
  model . 	
  “Gorger’s 	
  daughter, 	
  
Gregarious	
  beat 	
  her 	
   father 	
  at 	
  chess. 	
  For 	
  years 	
  Gorger 	
  had	
  grown	
  vain	
  
and	
  mad	
  with	
  everyone	
  bowing	
  to	
  his 	
  wi l l . 	
  This 	
  smal l 	
  act 	
  was	
  the	
  f i rst 	
  
crack	
  heralding	
  the	
  col lapse	
  of 	
  his 	
   twisted	
  status	
  quo.” 	
   	
  

Suddenly	
  Gregarious	
  was	
  seen	
  plummeting	
  through	
  the	
  dark, 	
  
cry ing	
  at 	
   the	
  camera	
  as 	
  she	
  fel l . 	
  “Abandoned	
   in 	
  the	
   labyr inth	
  for 	
  her 	
  
act ions, 	
  Gregar ious	
  had	
  to	
   fend	
  for 	
  her 	
   l i fe.” 	
  The	
  young	
  gir l 	
  was	
  
shown	
  running	
  down	
  a	
  dark	
  passage	
  from	
  a	
  mass	
  of 	
   twist ing	
  
s i lhouettes. 	
  Suddenly	
  she	
  tr ipped	
  and	
  turned	
  around. 	
  The	
  horde	
  of 	
  
monsters 	
  was	
  nearing	
  her. 	
  She	
   looked	
  at 	
  what	
  she	
  had	
  tr ipped	
  over. 	
  
I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  book. 	
  She	
  brought	
   i t 	
  up	
  to	
  her 	
   face. 	
  The	
  book	
  shone	
   l ike	
  a 	
  
l ight, 	
  bearing	
  the	
  name	
  Liberty 	
   is 	
  Very	
  Nice	
  When	
  You	
  Do	
   It 	
  Properly 	
  
on	
   i ts 	
  cover. 	
  “Nobody	
  knows	
  how	
  Revoltaire’s 	
   t imeless 	
  cr i t ique	
  of 	
  
hegemonic 	
  systems	
  came	
  to	
  be	
   in 	
  the	
   labyr inth	
  but 	
   i t 	
  was	
  this 	
  
strange	
  twist 	
  of 	
   fate	
  that 	
  came	
  to	
  change	
  everything. 	
  Gregar ious	
  
used	
  her	
  wits 	
  and	
  the	
  book	
  to	
  barter 	
   for 	
  her 	
   l i fe.” 	
  

	
  A	
  picturesque	
   image	
  of 	
  Gregarious	
  reading	
  from	
  the	
  book	
  to	
  a 	
  
col lect ion	
  of 	
   intent 	
  monsters 	
   f i l led	
  the	
  screen. 	
  “Using	
  Revoltaire’s 	
  
ideas	
  of 	
   l iberty, 	
   just ice	
  and	
  equal i ty 	
  Gregarious	
   inspired	
  the	
  denizens	
  
of 	
   the	
   labyr inth	
  to	
  stop	
   l iv ing	
   in 	
  the	
  dark, 	
  and	
  sett l ing	
   for 	
  bourgeois 	
  
scraps	
  when	
  they	
  could	
  share	
  the	
  sun	
  and	
  del ights 	
  of 	
   the	
   land	
  with	
  
a l l . 	
   I t 	
  was	
  t ime	
  for 	
  peace	
  and	
  enl ightenment.” 	
   	
  

The	
  screen	
  cut 	
  to	
  a 	
  massive	
   f iery	
  batt le. 	
  Monsters 	
  c lambered	
  out 	
  
of 	
   the	
  trapdoors 	
  and	
  raided	
  the	
  c ity. 	
  “After 	
  three	
  days	
  of 	
  b loody	
  
batt le, 	
   the	
  war	
  was	
  over.” 	
  

The	
  screen	
  cut 	
  to	
  a 	
  parade	
  of 	
  monsters 	
  carrying	
  Gregarious	
  above	
  
them,	
  who	
  hersel f 	
  was	
  carrying	
  the	
  book	
  Liberty 	
   is 	
  Very	
  Nice	
  When	
  
You	
  Do	
   It 	
  Properly . 	
  Suddenly	
  the	
  reel 	
  seemed	
  to	
  cut 	
  v iolent ly, 	
   leaving	
  
an	
  awkward	
  ratt l ing	
  sound. 	
  The	
  screen	
  rose	
  up	
   l ike	
  a 	
  stage	
  curtain, 	
  
reveal ing	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  set . 	
  Two	
  medium	
  sized	
  creatures, 	
  what	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  
only 	
  think	
  of 	
  as 	
  monsters, 	
  were	
  on	
  the	
  stage. 	
  One	
  was	
  a 	
  blue	
   l izard	
  
with	
  pointed	
  walrus	
  tusks 	
  and	
  a	
  turquoise	
  mane. 	
  The	
  other	
  was	
  a 	
  
squat, 	
  orange, 	
  g ingerbread	
  man	
  shaped	
  creature	
  with	
  pincers. 	
  They	
  
both	
  wore	
  ruff les 	
  around	
  their 	
  necks	
  and	
  had	
  smal l 	
  caps	
  perched	
  on	
  
their 	
  heads	
  that 	
  sprouted	
   long	
  plumes. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  also	
  noticed	
  that 	
  they	
  had	
  f i re 	
  ext inguishers 	
  harnessed	
  over	
  
their 	
  shoulders 	
   l ike	
   jetpacks. 	
  The	
   l izard	
  creature	
  was	
   locked	
   in 	
  a 	
  
dramatic 	
  s ide	
  prof i le 	
  posit ion	
  standing	
  on	
  a	
  s ingle	
   leg, 	
   i ts 	
  yel low	
  eye	
  
looking	
  out 	
  at 	
  Str ipe	
  nervously. 	
  The	
  gingerbread	
  man	
  monster 	
  
appeared	
  to	
  be	
  as leep	
  and	
  was	
  snoring	
  quite	
   loudly. 	
  The	
   l izard’s 	
   leg	
  
was	
  beginning	
  to	
  tremble	
  wi ldly 	
  under	
  the	
  strain	
  of 	
  holding	
  up	
   i ts 	
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own	
  weight. 	
  Eventual ly 	
   i t 	
  gave	
  up	
  walked	
  over	
  to	
   i ts 	
  p incered	
  
companion	
  and	
  k icked	
   i t 	
  sharply. 	
  The	
  orange	
  creature	
  sprang	
  up, 	
  
not iced	
  Str ipe	
  and	
  quickly 	
   fol lowed	
   i ts 	
  partner 	
   in 	
  declar ing, 	
  “But 	
  
there’s 	
  more!” 	
   	
  

The	
   l izard	
  did	
  a 	
  c lumsy	
  back	
  rol l 	
  over 	
   i ts 	
  partner	
  and	
  walked	
  
downstage	
  extending	
   i ts 	
  hand	
  to	
  the	
  heavens. 	
  “For 	
  whi le 	
  Gregarious	
  
helped	
  use	
  Revoltaire	
  to	
  spark	
  the	
  f lames	
  of 	
   just ice”	
  -­‐ 	
   the	
  orange	
  
creature	
  f l icked	
  a	
   l ighter 	
  on	
  and	
  off 	
   -­‐ 	
  “a 	
   f i re 	
  on	
  a 	
  candle	
   is 	
  hardly 	
  
free.” 	
  The	
  orange	
  creature	
  dropped	
  to	
  his 	
  knees. 	
   	
  

“Gregarious	
  wanted	
   l iberty, 	
  but 	
  she	
  wanted	
   i t 	
   in 	
  democrat ic 	
  doses, 	
  
in 	
  control led	
  condit ions, 	
   in 	
  pract ical 	
  part ic les. 	
  She	
  wanted	
  us	
  to	
  
submit 	
  to	
  the	
  oppress ive	
  system	
  of 	
  vot ing! 	
  Where	
  c i t izens	
  are	
   forced	
  
to	
  take	
  the	
  responsibi l i ty 	
   to	
  choose	
  or 	
  not 	
  choose	
  a	
   leader	
  to	
   lead	
  
the	
  country! 	
   Imagine	
  that! 	
   Imagine	
  how	
  many	
  people’s 	
   feel ings	
  could	
  
get 	
  hurt 	
  by	
  having	
  to	
  rout inely 	
  make	
  such	
  a	
  choice	
  or 	
  deal 	
  with	
  the	
  
gui l t 	
  of 	
  refusing	
  to	
  make	
   i t!” 	
   	
  

The	
  tusked	
   l izard	
  stepped	
   in. 	
   	
  
“Or	
   imagine	
  how	
  many	
  party	
   leaders’ 	
   feel ings	
  could	
  get 	
  hurt!” 	
  
“Furthermore, 	
  she	
  advised	
  that 	
   i t 	
  was	
   impract ical 	
   for 	
  every	
  c i t izen	
  

to	
  carry 	
  around	
  a	
   f i re-­‐ext inguisher	
  a l l 	
   the	
  t ime!”	
  chimed	
   in 	
  the	
  
pincered	
  thespian. 	
   	
  

“What	
  a 	
  tyrant!” 	
  wai led	
  the	
   l izard	
  creature	
  shaking	
   i ts 	
   f ist . 	
  
“ I t 	
  was	
  then	
  that 	
  our	
   freedom	
  was	
  truly 	
   found!”	
  yel led	
  the	
  two	
  

performers, 	
  spl i tt ing	
  off 	
   into	
  opposite	
  wings. 	
   	
  
“ I 	
  am	
  Tusks,” 	
  came	
  the	
   l izard	
  creature’s 	
  voice	
   from	
  offstage. 	
  
“And	
   I 	
  am	
  Orange,” 	
  came	
  the	
  pincered	
  creature’s 	
  voice	
   from	
  

offstage. 	
  
“And	
  this 	
   is 	
   the	
  true	
  story	
  of 	
   the	
  Happy	
  Labyr inth!” 	
  they	
  cr ied	
  

together. 	
  
A	
  rope	
   lowered	
  down	
  a	
  br ight 	
  shining	
  door	
  which	
  f loated	
  

suspended	
  above	
  the	
  ground	
  whi le 	
  a 	
  noisy 	
   f lute	
  began	
  to	
  attempt	
  to	
  
sputter 	
  out 	
  grandeur	
  and	
  whimsy. 	
  The	
  two	
  creatures	
  walked	
  back	
  on	
  
stage, 	
  Tusks	
  playing	
  her 	
  pipe	
  with	
  di f f iculty 	
  g iven	
  that 	
  her 	
  tusks 	
  
seemed	
  to	
  get 	
   in 	
  the	
  way. 	
  Orange	
  c leared	
  his 	
   throat. 	
  “The	
  door	
  to	
  
democracy. 	
  A	
  system	
  by	
  which	
  a 	
  room	
  at 	
  the	
  top	
  of 	
   the	
  c i ty 	
   is 	
   left 	
  
open	
  and	
  anyone	
  can	
  enter 	
  and	
   lock	
  themselves	
   in 	
  and	
  rule	
  the	
  c i ty 	
  
from!	
  No	
   longer	
  are	
  we	
  subjected	
  to	
  the	
   inherent	
  otherness 	
  of 	
  a 	
  
voice	
  that 	
  speaks	
   for 	
  a l l 	
  of 	
  us, 	
  or 	
   the	
  forced	
   inclus iv i ty 	
  of 	
  a 	
  s ingle	
  
voice	
  that 	
  speaks	
   for 	
  us 	
  a l l . 	
  We	
  now	
  have	
  absolutely 	
  no	
  c lue	
  who	
  our	
  
leader	
  or 	
   leaders 	
  are	
  or 	
  may	
  be. 	
  No	
   idea	
  about	
  their 	
  age, 	
  or 	
  gender, 	
  
or 	
  c lass 	
   -­‐ 	
   i t 	
  could	
  be	
  anyone!	
  Al l 	
   they	
  have	
  to	
  do	
   is 	
  go	
   lock	
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themselves	
   in 	
  the	
  room	
  and	
   issue	
  commands	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  mouth	
  of 	
  
wisdom.”	
   	
  

Tusks	
  struggled	
  to	
  keep	
  playing	
  the	
  f lute	
  whi le 	
  she	
  pushed	
  a	
   letter 	
  
through	
  the	
  door’s 	
  post 	
  s l i t 	
   f rom	
  behind	
  so	
  that 	
   i t 	
  shot 	
  out 	
  and	
  fel l 	
  
onto	
  the	
  f loor. 	
  “And	
  now	
  the	
  c ity 	
   is 	
  not 	
  ruled	
  or 	
   led	
  by	
  anyone	
  but 	
  
i tsel f !” 	
  The	
   l izard	
  quickly 	
  swapped	
  her	
   f lute	
   for 	
  a 	
  marching	
  drum	
  and	
  
began	
  to	
  beat 	
  a 	
  mi l i tary	
  sty le 	
  rhythm.	
   	
  

Orange	
   launched	
   into	
  an	
   impassioned	
  del ivery. 	
  “Years 	
   later 	
  and	
  
things	
  have	
  never	
  been	
  better.” 	
  A	
   f i tt ing	
  holding	
  up	
  the	
  curtain’s 	
  ra i l 	
  
broke	
  causing	
  the	
  stage’s 	
  backdrop	
  to	
  s lump	
  s l ight ly . 	
  “The	
  c ity 	
  has	
  
introduced	
  the	
  Anti -­‐Bigot 	
  act 	
   in 	
  which	
  hundreds	
  of 	
  bigots 	
  were	
  
exterminated	
  from	
  the	
  c ity, 	
   inc luding	
  Gregarious. 	
   I t 	
   implemented	
  the	
  
s ix-­‐ legged	
  wolf 	
   reserve	
  to	
  protect 	
  and	
  preserve	
  these	
  vast ly 	
  
misunderstood	
  creatures. 	
   I t 	
  gave	
  us	
  the	
  accla imed	
  spir i tual 	
  successor 	
  
to	
  Revoltaire 's 	
  book; 	
   the	
  c i ty ’s 	
  very	
  own	
  c lass ic , 	
  Enl ightenment	
  by	
  
F ire , 	
  which	
   is 	
   free	
  of 	
   the	
   l inear ity 	
  of 	
  having	
  been	
  created	
  by	
  a 	
  s ingle	
  
author. 	
  Our	
  society	
   is 	
  now	
  r id	
  of 	
   the	
  dangers 	
  of 	
   ladders, 	
   for 	
  no	
  
society	
  can	
  truly 	
  be	
  free	
  whi le 	
   i t 	
  has	
   ladders.” 	
   	
  

Orange	
  took	
  a 	
  deep	
  breath	
  whi le 	
  Tusks’ 	
  mi l i tant 	
  drums	
  continued	
  
to	
  grow	
  more	
  ominous. 	
  “Ladders 	
  are	
  dangerous	
  and	
  segregate	
  people	
  
and	
  you	
  can	
  fa l l 	
  off 	
  of 	
   them	
  and	
  get 	
  hurt . 	
  We	
  now	
  al l 	
  have	
  f i re 	
  
ext inguishers. 	
  And	
   l iv ing	
   in 	
  mult i -­‐storey	
  bui ld ings	
  has	
  been	
  banned	
  
s ince	
   i t 	
  symbol ical ly 	
  marginal ises 	
  those	
  on	
  the	
   lower	
   levels . 	
  We	
  have	
  
also	
  gotten	
  r id 	
  of 	
  books	
  and	
   l ibrar ies 	
  s ince	
  a 	
  society	
  cannot	
  be	
  happy	
  
or 	
   free	
   i f 	
   there	
  exist 	
   ideas	
  that 	
  can	
  hurt 	
   feel ings 	
  or 	
  subject 	
  people	
  to	
  
ideas	
  they	
  don’t 	
   l ike! 	
  The	
  only 	
  book	
  avai lable	
   is 	
  Enl ightenment	
  by	
  
F ire , 	
  because	
   i f 	
  you	
  don’t 	
   l ike	
   i t 	
  you	
  don’t 	
   l ike	
   freedom	
  and	
  are	
  
therefore	
  a 	
  bigot.” 	
   	
  

Orange’s 	
   theatr ical 	
  voice	
  was	
  start ing	
  to	
  sound	
  more	
   l ike	
  an	
  angry	
  
yel l . 	
  “We	
  are	
  the	
  Happy	
  Labyr inth	
  and	
  we	
  are	
  a l l 	
  happy, 	
  because	
   i f 	
  
you	
  are	
  not 	
  happy	
   in 	
  a 	
  truly 	
   free	
  society	
  you	
  are	
  a 	
  bigot!” 	
  The	
  two	
  
creatures	
  dug	
  their 	
  hands	
  (or 	
  pincers 	
   in 	
  Orange’s 	
  case) 	
   into	
  their 	
  
mouths	
  and	
  pul led	
  them	
  into	
  wide	
  gr ins 	
  and	
  began	
  to	
  chant: 	
  “Happy, 	
  
happy, 	
  happy, 	
  happy.” 	
  After 	
  the	
  chant	
  had	
  reached	
  a	
  c l imax	
  they	
  
paused	
  and	
  bowed. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  sat 	
   in 	
  s i lence, 	
  h is 	
  heart 	
  beat ing. 	
  He	
  was	
  terr i f ied	
  by	
  
whatever	
  strange	
  cult 	
  he	
  was	
  current ly 	
  witnessing. 	
  Remembering	
  
himself , 	
  he	
  quickly 	
  began	
  to	
  applaud. 	
  The	
  performers	
  bowed	
  
dramatical ly 	
  and	
  repeatedly, 	
  c lear ly 	
  not 	
  having	
  had	
  anyone	
  vis i t 	
  
them	
  for 	
  a 	
  whi le. 	
   	
  

“We	
  wi l l 	
  now	
  take	
  donations	
   for 	
   the	
  Wolf 	
  Sanctuary,” 	
  said	
  Tusks	
  
spr inging	
  off 	
   the	
  stage. 	
  The	
   l izard	
  acted	
  as 	
   i f 	
   the	
  benches	
  were	
  ful l 	
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scanning	
  the	
  room	
  and	
  then	
  spott ing	
  Str ipe	
  nonchalant ly . 	
   	
  “Ah	
  yes	
  
good	
  s ir , 	
  care	
  to	
  donate	
  to	
  the	
  Wolf 	
  Sanctuary?”	
   	
  

“Sure,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  “Although	
   I 	
  don’t 	
   real ly 	
  have	
  any	
  money.” 	
   	
  
“That’s 	
  a lr ight,” 	
  said	
  Tusks. 	
  “You	
  can	
  donate	
  yourself 	
   i f 	
  you	
  want.” 	
  
The	
  suggest ion	
  was	
  g iven	
  so	
  natural ly 	
   that 	
   i t 	
   took	
  Str ipe	
  a 	
  

momment	
  to	
  real ise	
  what	
  was	
  meant. 	
  “ I ’m	
  sorry?”	
  he	
  asked. 	
  
“You	
  can	
  donate	
  yourself , 	
   to 	
  be	
  given	
  to	
  the	
  wolves	
  as 	
   food,” 	
  said	
  

Tusks	
   in 	
  a 	
   fr iendly 	
  tone. 	
   	
  
“Um…	
  no	
  thanks,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  
Tusks’ 	
  eyes	
  narrowed. 	
  “You’re	
  not 	
  a 	
  bigot, 	
  are	
  you?”	
   	
  
“No.” 	
  
“Then	
  why	
  don’t 	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  support 	
   the	
  wolves?	
  Don’t 	
  you	
  feel 	
  

their 	
   l ives 	
  are	
  as 	
  valuable	
  as 	
  others?	
  Are	
  you	
  prejudiced?	
  Think	
  
you’re	
  more	
   important 	
  than	
  them?”	
  

“No…	
  um…	
  Look…”	
  Str ipe	
  fumbled	
   in 	
  his 	
  bag	
  and	
  pul led	
  out 	
  a 	
  piece	
  
of 	
  dr ied	
  meat. 	
  “Here, 	
   they	
  can	
  have	
  this .” 	
  He	
  handed	
   i t 	
   the	
  L izard. 	
   	
  

“Hey, 	
  Orange	
  come	
  over	
  here,” 	
  cal led	
  Tusks	
  to	
  the	
  other	
  creature. 	
  
“What’s 	
  going	
  on?”	
  asked	
  Orange	
  cheerful ly . 	
  
“This 	
  one	
  doesn’t 	
  want	
  to	
  donate	
  to	
  the	
  Wolves	
  and	
   is 	
  carrying	
  

around	
  this 	
  str ip 	
  of 	
  meat,” 	
  said	
  Tusks	
  waving	
  the	
  meat. 	
  “ I 	
   th ink	
  we	
  
may	
  have	
  a 	
  bigot 	
  on	
  our	
  hands.” 	
  

“You	
  eat 	
  meat, 	
  mister?”	
  said	
  Orange	
  squint ing	
  at 	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“No,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  automatical ly . 	
  
“Oh?	
  So	
  you	
  were	
   just 	
  carrying	
  around	
  some	
  dr ied	
  meat	
  then?”	
  
“For	
  the	
  wolves,” 	
  suggested	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  
“You	
  know	
  what	
  Tusks,” 	
  said	
  Orange. 	
  “ I 	
   th ink	
  we	
  have	
  not 	
  only 	
  an	
  

animal 	
  eater 	
  on	
  our	
  hands, 	
  but 	
  a 	
   l iar .” 	
  Orange	
  snapped	
  the	
  meat	
  
from	
  Str ipe, 	
  popped	
   i t 	
   in 	
  his 	
  mouth	
  and	
  began	
  to	
  chew	
   it 	
  angri ly . 	
  

“Me	
  too, 	
  Orange. 	
  And	
  that’s 	
   two	
  counts 	
  of 	
  b igotry	
  r ight 	
  there. 	
  
Bigotry	
  against 	
  animals 	
  and	
  bigotry	
  against 	
   the	
  truth.” 	
  

“So	
  why	
  don’t 	
  you	
  guys	
  donate	
  yourselves	
  to	
  the	
  wolves?”	
  asked	
  
Str ipe	
  scanning	
  for 	
  the	
  exit 	
  s ign	
  and	
  spott ing	
  one	
  at 	
   the	
  other	
  end	
  of 	
  
the	
  ampitheatre. 	
   	
  

“Oh, 	
  we	
  have. 	
  We	
  have. 	
  We’ve	
  donated	
  our	
   l ives 	
  to	
  helping	
  them	
  
via 	
  the	
  arts 	
  and	
  as 	
  soon	
  as 	
  we	
  die, 	
   that’s 	
  where	
  we’ l l 	
  go.” 	
  

“Oh	
  great, 	
  can	
   I 	
  s ign	
  up	
  for 	
  that 	
  then?”	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  They	
   ignored	
  
him. 	
  

“Why	
  aren’t 	
  you	
  carrying	
  a 	
   f i re-­‐ext inguisher, 	
   then?”	
  said	
  Orange	
  
with	
  his 	
  mouth	
  ful l 	
   tapping	
  his 	
   large	
  curved	
  pincers 	
  against 	
  Tusks	
  
backpack	
  f i re 	
  ext inguisher	
  with	
  a 	
  metal l ic 	
  knocking. 	
   	
  

“ I 	
  don’t 	
  have	
  one,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  exasperated. 	
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“Oh	
  real ly , 	
  because	
  there	
  was	
  one	
  at 	
   the	
  entrance. 	
  Don’t 	
  you	
  take	
  
the	
  safety	
  of 	
   those	
  around	
  you	
  ser iously?”	
  said	
  Tusks, 	
  start ing	
  to	
  get 	
  
quite	
  worked	
  up. 	
  

“Bigot,” 	
  h issed	
  Orange, 	
  stepping	
  c loser 	
  to	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  
“Know	
  what	
  we	
  do	
  to	
  bigots?	
  We	
  redeem	
  them	
  by	
  donating	
  them	
  

to	
  the	
  Wolves,” 	
  said	
  Tusks, 	
  p lacing	
  a 	
  scaly 	
  hand	
  on	
  Str ipe’s 	
  shoulder. 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  quickly 	
  reached	
  under	
  Tusks’ 	
  arm	
  grabbed	
  the	
  ext inguisher	
  

valve	
  and	
  sprayed	
   i t 	
   into	
  Orange’s 	
   face. 	
  Orange	
  wai led	
  and	
  fel l 	
  
backwards	
  swinging	
  at 	
  Str ipe, 	
  but 	
  taking	
  Tusks	
  down	
  with	
  him	
  
instead. 	
  Str ipe	
  vaulted	
  over	
  them	
  and	
  broke	
  out 	
   into	
  the	
  
amphitheatre’s 	
  exit . 	
  Tusks	
  and	
  Orange	
  attempted	
  to	
  get 	
  up, 	
  but 	
  kept 	
  
skidding	
  and	
  s l ipping	
  over 	
  the	
  ext inguisher’s 	
   foam.	
  Str ipe	
  burst 	
  
through	
  the	
  door	
  only 	
  to	
   f ind	
  himself 	
  back	
   in 	
  the	
  heart 	
  of 	
   the	
  
labyr inth. 	
  “Map. 	
  You	
  better 	
  cal l 	
  out 	
  the	
  r ight 	
  direct ions	
   fast .” 	
  

The	
  network	
  of 	
  paths	
  were	
  as 	
   intr icate	
  and	
  complex	
  as 	
  the	
  default 	
  
tangle	
  hosepipes	
  and	
  wires 	
  manage	
  to	
  arrange	
  themselves	
   into	
  when	
  
no	
  one	
   is 	
  around. 	
  Str ipe	
  darted	
  across 	
  the	
  dark	
  channels 	
  punctuated	
  
by	
  f lame, 	
  with	
  the	
  Map	
  yel l ing	
  “Right leftsecondleftr ightstraight…”	
  
l ike	
  a 	
  sped	
  up	
  recording. 	
  Suddenly	
  a 	
  wai l ing	
  pierced	
  the	
  tunnels . 	
  
BIGOT ALERT BIGOT ALERT BIGOT ALERT 	
  pounded	
  down	
  the	
  passages	
  
from	
  some	
   invis ib le	
  sound	
  system.	
   	
  

The	
  sporadic 	
  torches	
  on	
  the	
  wal ls 	
  pulsed	
  yel low	
  and	
  red	
  to	
  the	
  
s irens. 	
  Str ipe	
  heard	
  the	
  sound	
  of 	
  Orange	
  and	
  Tusks	
  screaming	
  from	
  
behind	
  him. 	
   	
  

“Left ,” 	
  cal led	
  the	
  Map, 	
  but 	
  as 	
  soon	
  as 	
  Str ipe	
  turned	
  the	
  s i lhouette	
  
of 	
  an	
  enormous	
  horned	
  creature	
  f l icker ing	
  red	
  and	
  yel low	
  against 	
   the	
  
dark	
  stood	
  blocking	
  the	
  path. 	
  “Recalculat ing,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  The	
  
creature	
  took	
  a	
   lumbering	
  step	
  forward. 	
   	
  

“Map!”	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  urgently. 	
   	
  
“Recalculat ing,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map	
  again. 	
  The	
  hulk ing	
  f igure	
  took	
  

another	
  step	
  and	
  another, 	
  bui ld ing	
  pace	
   l ike	
  a 	
  tra in. 	
  “Map.” 	
  
“Recalcu	
   -­‐ 	
  R ight 	
  then	
  r ight 	
  then	
   left .” 	
  
Str ipe	
  bolted	
  to	
  his 	
   r ight, 	
   fo l lowing	
  the	
   instruct ions	
  without	
  pause	
  

for 	
  thought. 	
  A	
  v ic ious	
  roar 	
  shook	
  dust 	
   from	
  the	
  cei l ing. 	
  Frenzied	
  cr ies 	
  
of 	
  “Bigot!” 	
  bounced	
  across 	
  the	
  dark	
  underground, 	
   lancing	
  through	
  
the	
  pulsat ing	
   l ight. 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
   the	
  trembl ing	
  of 	
   the	
   large	
  creature	
  
that 	
  was	
  hunting	
  him	
  reverberat ing	
  through	
  the	
  wal l 	
   to	
  his 	
  r ight. 	
   	
  

He	
  took	
  another	
  turn	
  and	
  suddenly	
  the	
  monster’s 	
   rumbl ing	
  came	
  
from	
  behind	
  him	
  and	
  not 	
   in 	
   front. 	
  Another	
  corner	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  
tel l 	
   l ight 	
  was	
  nearby. 	
   	
  

“We’re	
  doing	
   i t 	
  Map!”	
  he	
  cr ied	
   in 	
  rel ief 	
  and	
  excitement. 	
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Suddenly	
  Str ipe	
  crashed	
  straight 	
   into	
  Tusks. 	
  The	
   l izard	
  bounced	
  off 	
  
h im, 	
  but 	
  Str ipe	
  tr ipped	
   in 	
  the	
  col l is ion. 	
  As 	
  Str ipe	
  c lawed	
  himself 	
  up, 	
  
Tusks’ 	
   long	
  scaly 	
  hands	
  snatched	
  at 	
  his 	
  ankle	
  and	
  held	
  on	
   l ike	
  they	
  
were	
  thrott l ing	
  a 	
  neck. 	
  Str ipe	
  fel l 	
  hard	
  and	
  felt 	
  a 	
  sear ing	
  pain	
  as 	
  
Tusks	
  bit 	
   into	
  his 	
   leg. 	
  Str ipe	
  tr ied	
  to	
  get 	
  up	
  and	
  run	
  but 	
  Tusks	
  had	
  
locked	
  her	
   jaw	
   l ike	
  a 	
  c lamp. 	
  The	
  rumbl ing	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  enormous	
  
unseen	
  hunter 	
  returned. 	
   	
  

Out	
  of 	
   the	
  shadows, 	
   the	
  horned	
  s i lhouette	
  was	
  gaining	
  ground. 	
  
Desperately 	
  Str ipe	
  sprung	
  at 	
  a 	
   f laming	
  torch	
  mounted	
  on	
  the	
  wal l . 	
  
Tusks’ 	
   res istance	
  pul led	
  Str ipe	
  back	
  so	
  that 	
  he	
  only 	
  made	
   i t 	
  hal fway	
  
across 	
  the	
  tunnel . 	
  A	
  ravenous	
  roar 	
  shook	
  the	
  ground. 	
  With	
  
everything	
  he	
  had	
  he	
  made	
  another	
  vault 	
  at 	
   the	
  f laming	
  torch, 	
   just 	
  
managing	
  to	
  snatch	
   i t 	
  with	
  the	
  t ips 	
  of 	
  h is 	
   f ingers 	
  before	
  crashing	
  
back	
  onto	
  the	
  sandy	
  f loor. 	
  He	
  spun	
  round	
  and	
  without	
  thinking	
  
pressed	
  the	
  f lame	
  up	
  against 	
  Tusks’ 	
   ruff le 	
  col lar . 	
   I t 	
  burst 	
   into	
  f lame. 	
   	
  

Tusks 	
  released	
  her	
  hold	
  on	
  Str ipe	
  to	
  scream.	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  h is 	
   leg	
  
l ight 	
  with	
  freedom.	
  He	
  stumbled	
  to	
  his 	
   feet 	
  and	
  tore	
  down	
  the	
  
passage, 	
   lungs	
  pumping	
  the	
  dusty	
  a ir 	
  with	
  everything	
  they	
  were	
  
worth. 	
  Behind	
  him	
   in	
  the	
   labyr inth	
  he	
  heard	
  screams	
  of 	
  “F ire! 	
  F ire!” 	
  
fol lowed	
  by	
  a 	
  phenomenal 	
  crashing. 	
  A	
  bl inded	
  Tusks	
  had	
  run	
  and	
  
tr ipped	
  over	
  whatever	
  creature	
  was	
  c los ing	
   in 	
  on	
  Str ipe. 	
  Sounds	
  of 	
  
screaming	
  and	
  f i re 	
  ext inguishers 	
  going	
  off 	
   faded	
  as 	
  Str ipe	
  broke	
  out 	
  
into	
  sunl ight. 	
  He	
  kept	
  press ing	
  on, 	
  one	
  trembl ing	
  step	
  after 	
  another, 	
  
refusing	
  to	
   look	
  back	
  unt i l 	
  eventual ly 	
  he	
  could	
  move	
  no	
  more. 	
   	
  

“Changed	
  a	
  bit 	
  s ince	
   I 	
   last 	
  v is i ted,” 	
  commented	
  the	
  Map	
  casual ly 	
  
as 	
   i f 	
   the	
  bloodthirsty 	
  maze	
  were	
  a 	
  hotel 	
   that 	
  had	
  had	
  a	
   few	
  
refurbishments. 	
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10. 	
  
	
  

	
  A	
  FIELD	
  OF	
  TOWERS	
  
	
  

Str ipe	
  had	
  decided	
  to	
  sett le 	
  down	
   in	
  a 	
   forest 	
  opening	
  at 	
  a 	
  waterfal l , 	
  
or 	
  Whir lpool 	
  Fal l 	
  as 	
   the	
  Map	
  descr ibed	
   i t . 	
  A	
  powerful 	
  p i l lar 	
  of 	
  cold	
  
sparkl ing	
  water 	
  cascaded	
  down	
  a	
  steep	
  rocky	
  drop	
  whi le 	
  a 	
   fur ious 	
  
rapid	
  shot 	
  up	
  alongside	
   i t . 	
  The	
  r ivers 	
  mirrored	
  each	
  other	
   l ike	
  a 	
  pair 	
  
of 	
  natural 	
  escalators. 	
  The	
  vert ical 	
  stream	
  f lowed	
  upward	
  as 	
  though	
   i t 	
  
were	
  v ideo	
  footage	
  being	
  played	
   in 	
  reverse. 	
   	
  

The	
  Whir lpool 	
  Fal l 	
   f lowed	
   into	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  dam	
  that 	
  spun	
   in 	
  a 	
   lazy	
  
c irc le 	
   l ike	
  an	
  aquatic 	
  baggage	
  carousel . 	
  Str ipe	
  str ipped	
  down	
  and	
  
waded	
   into	
  the	
  pool 	
   to	
  cool 	
  off . 	
  He	
  could	
   feel 	
   the	
  gr ime	
  from	
  his 	
  
journey	
  disappearing	
   into	
  the	
  fresh	
  and	
  myst ical 	
  channels 	
  of 	
   the	
  
strange	
  r iver. 	
  Mud	
  from	
  Book	
  Lung’s 	
   la ir , 	
  sand	
  from	
  the	
  Arrow	
  
Vulture’s 	
  desert 	
  and	
  dust 	
   from	
  the	
  Happy	
  Labyrinth	
  a l l 	
  peeled	
  off 	
  
h im	
  and	
  rotated	
  c lockwise	
  before	
  ascending	
  the	
  upward	
  chasm	
  of 	
  the	
  
Whir lpool 	
  Fal l . 	
  The	
  wound	
  on	
  his 	
  r ight 	
  cal f 	
   f rom	
  Tusks’ 	
  b ite	
  stung	
  
against 	
   the	
  waters 	
  chi l l . 	
  

After 	
  his 	
  d ip	
   in 	
  the	
  water 	
  Str ipe	
  appl ied	
  dis infectant 	
  to	
  a l l 	
   the	
  cuts 	
  
he’d	
  gathered	
  during	
  his 	
   journey	
  and	
  wrapped	
  a	
  bandage	
  t ight ly 	
  
around	
  his 	
  cal f . 	
  When	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  sat isf ied	
  that 	
  he	
  had	
  minimized	
  his 	
  
chances	
  of 	
  gett ing	
  any	
   infected	
   injur ies 	
  he	
  changed	
   into	
  fresh	
  
c lothes, 	
  a l l 	
  warm	
  from	
  the	
  sun. 	
  Whi le 	
  he	
  did	
  so	
  he	
  began	
  to	
  process 	
  
the	
  fact 	
   that 	
  he’d	
  encountered	
  monsters. 	
  Monsters. 	
  Wait 	
   t i l l 	
  Quincy	
  
hears 	
  about	
  that. 	
  Quincy	
  had	
  had	
  a	
  great 	
  theory	
  about	
  monsters 	
  
from	
  the	
  Furry	
  Sea	
  (by	
  now	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  completely 	
  accepted	
  Furry	
  
over 	
  Fury) 	
  which	
  had	
  gone	
  on	
  to	
   l ive	
   in 	
  the	
  sewers	
  of 	
   Imprium.	
   	
  

	
  Str ipe	
  f i l led	
  his 	
  water 	
  bott le 	
  and	
  ate	
   lunch. 	
  He	
  found	
  a	
   fruit 	
  on	
  a 	
  
tree	
  which	
  the	
  Map	
   ins isted	
  was	
  safe	
  to	
  eat. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  carrot 	
  shaped	
  and	
  
coloured	
   in 	
  a 	
  green	
  and	
  red	
  spiral . 	
  To	
  Str ipe’s 	
  amazement	
   i t 	
   tasted	
  
del ic ious: 	
  sweet	
  with	
  a 	
  tangy	
  aftertaste	
   l ike	
  a 	
  strawberry	
  descended	
  
from	
  Granny	
  Smith	
  apples. 	
  Given	
  the	
  Map’s 	
  track	
  record, 	
  he	
  was	
  
even	
  more	
  surpr ised	
  to	
   f ind	
   i t 	
  d idn’t 	
  have	
  any	
  unpleasant 	
  
consequences. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  k icked	
  back	
  and	
  watched	
  a	
  troop	
  of 	
  p lump	
  squat 	
  creatures	
  
col lect ing	
   fruit . 	
  The	
   l i t t le 	
  amphibious	
  creatures	
   l ived	
   in 	
  a 	
  sandcast le 	
  
at 	
   the	
  pool ’s 	
  edge. 	
  They	
  were	
  tai l less 	
  and	
  narwhal 	
  horns	
   jutted	
  from	
  
their 	
   foreheads. 	
  They	
  moved	
  s lowly	
  balanced	
  on	
  a	
  col lect ion	
  of 	
  
br ist les 	
  that 	
  passed	
  for 	
   legs 	
  and	
  feet. 	
  Apart 	
   from	
  col lect ing	
   fruit , 	
  
they	
  seemed	
  to	
  enjoy	
  dr i ft ing	
   in 	
  the	
  pool ’s 	
  current 	
  and	
  playful ly 	
  
sparr ing	
  with	
  one	
  another, 	
  horns	
  ra ised	
   l ike	
  rapiers. 	
   	
  



	
  

	
   	
  
77	
  

“What	
  are	
  they	
  Map?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“Snigl igs .” 	
  

A	
  young	
  snig l ig 	
  came	
  up	
  to	
  Str ipe	
  and	
  offered	
  him	
  a	
  berry	
  skewered	
  
on	
   i ts 	
  horn	
   l ike	
  a 	
  miniature	
  fruit 	
  kebab. 	
  Str ipe	
  took	
  the	
  berry	
  gently	
  
and	
  repaid	
  the	
  Snigl ig 	
  with	
  some	
  hard	
  cheese	
  that 	
   i t 	
  seemed	
  to	
  
enjoy. 	
   	
  

In 	
  these	
  quite	
  moments, 	
   the	
  boi l ing	
  tensions	
  and	
  dangers 	
  of 	
  
Str ipe’s 	
   journey	
  began	
  to	
  cool , 	
  unt i l 	
   they	
  were	
  no	
  more	
  than	
  a	
  gentle 	
  
s immer	
   in 	
  the	
  back	
  of 	
  his 	
  mind. 	
  Eventual ly 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  strong	
  again	
  
and	
  knew	
  he	
  had	
  to	
  press 	
  on. 	
  The	
   idea	
  gave	
  him	
  the	
  same	
  s ickly 	
  
feel ing	
  he	
  used	
  to	
  have	
  on	
  Sunday	
  evenings	
  before	
  school . 	
  Though	
   in 	
  
this 	
  case, 	
   the	
  combinat ion	
  of 	
  dread	
  and	
  ant ic ipat ion	
  wasn’t 	
  about	
  
work	
  and	
  the	
  excitement	
  of 	
  seeing	
  his 	
   fr iends, 	
   i t 	
  was	
  about	
  the	
  
danger	
  and	
  the	
  strangeness	
  of 	
   this 	
  new	
  world	
  which	
  had	
  wrapped	
  
him	
  up	
   in 	
   i ts 	
  g lor ious	
  absurdity. 	
  And, 	
  a lthough	
  Str ipe	
  wouldn’t 	
  have	
  
admitted	
   i t 	
   to 	
  the	
  Map, 	
  there	
  was	
  a 	
  part 	
  of 	
  h im	
  that 	
  was	
  rel ishing	
  
the	
  adventure. 	
  Whi le 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  by	
  normal 	
  standards	
  quite	
  
adventurous, 	
  he	
  was	
  very	
  caut ious	
  compared	
  to	
  F ispire. 	
  F ispire	
  was	
  
a lways	
  the	
  one	
  who’d	
  dive	
   into	
  cold	
  water 	
   f i rst , 	
  or , 	
   i f 	
  she	
  had	
   i t 	
  her 	
  
way, 	
  d ive	
   in 	
  after 	
  she	
  had	
  pushed	
  Str ipe	
   in 	
  before	
  her. 	
  But 	
  today, 	
  
Str ipe	
  felt 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  we	
  was	
  discovering	
  his 	
   inner	
  F ispire. 	
  Maybe	
   i t 	
  was	
  
because	
  we	
  wasn’t 	
  worrying	
  about	
   looking	
  after 	
  anyone	
  but 	
  himself . 	
  

Str ipe	
  gathered	
  his 	
   things	
  and	
  fol lowed	
  the	
  Map’s 	
  suggest ion	
  that 	
  
he	
  head	
  toward	
  the	
  peak	
  of 	
  a 	
  mountain	
  beyond	
  the	
  trees. 	
  The	
  forest 	
  
faded	
  and	
  he	
  found	
  himself 	
  str id ing	
  through	
  a	
  wide-­‐open	
  grass land. 	
   	
  
In 	
  the	
  distance, 	
   the	
  enormous	
  mountain	
  stood	
  f i rm	
  against 	
   the	
  
horizon. 	
  Something	
  coppery	
   jutted	
  out 	
  of 	
   i ts 	
  s ide. 	
   	
  

“The	
  Unlocked	
  Mountain,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  then	
  that 	
  Str ipe	
  
real ised	
   i t 	
  was	
  an	
  enormous	
  key	
  embedded	
   into	
  the	
  mountainside. 	
  
Although	
  the	
  distance	
  made	
   i t 	
  hard	
  to	
   judge, 	
   the	
  key	
  must 	
  have	
  been	
  
immense. 	
  

“Alr ight, 	
  so	
  where	
  to	
  next?”	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  
“Across 	
  the	
   lowland	
  f ie lds 	
  under	
  the	
  Unlocked	
  Mountain	
  there’s 	
  a 	
  

cavern	
  with	
  a 	
  staircase	
  that 	
  we	
  want	
  to	
  take. 	
  So	
  basical ly 	
   just 	
  keep	
  
heading	
   left .” 	
  

“You	
  know,”	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  “For 	
  a 	
  map	
  you	
  don’t 	
  use	
  north	
  and	
  south	
  
and	
  al l 	
   that 	
  often.” 	
  

“ It 	
  would	
  only 	
  confuse	
  you,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map	
  merr i ly . 	
  Str ipe	
  shrugged	
  
and	
  began	
  to	
  make	
  his 	
  way	
   left . 	
  The	
  grass 	
  was	
  green	
  and	
   lush	
  under	
  
his 	
   feet 	
  and	
  the	
  air 	
  was	
   fresh. 	
  The	
  scale	
  of 	
   the	
   lowlands	
  and	
  the	
  
mountains 	
  beyond	
  alarmed	
  him. 	
   Just 	
  how	
  big	
  was	
  this 	
   is land?	
  Even	
  
the	
  Glengal is 	
  h ighlands	
  weren’t 	
   this 	
   impressive. 	
  Str ipe	
  reached	
  a	
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s lope	
  and	
  surveyed	
  the	
  green	
  f ie lds 	
  unfolding	
  beneath	
  him. 	
  The	
  
moment	
  of 	
  calm	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  enjoyed	
  was	
  broken, 	
  he	
  was	
  gazing	
  at 	
  
absolute	
  chaos. 	
  

	
  A	
  grassy	
  cove	
   in 	
  the	
  mountains 	
  was	
  pockmarked	
  with	
  smal l 	
  house-­‐
s ized	
  fortresses. 	
  Thick, 	
  dark, 	
  bui ld ings	
  with	
  cast le 	
   features	
  crouched	
  
in 	
  the	
  turf . 	
  Suddenly	
  a 	
  catapult 	
  on	
  the	
  roof 	
  of 	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  fortresses	
  
sent 	
  a 	
  smal l 	
  boulder	
  crashing	
  against 	
   i ts 	
  neighbour. 	
  Arrows	
  whizzed	
  
past 	
  constant ly 	
   l ike	
   f i reworks	
  at 	
   the	
  end	
  of 	
   the	
  year. 	
  Armoured	
  
hordes	
  charged	
  at 	
  each	
  other. 	
  The	
  ent ire	
  cove	
  was	
  a 	
  web	
  of 	
  combat	
  
orchestrated	
  between	
  the	
  smal l 	
  bui ld ings. 	
  There	
  must 	
  have	
  been	
  
more	
  than	
  a	
  hundred	
  towers	
  and	
  there	
  seemed	
  to	
  be	
  absolutely	
  no	
  
al l iances	
  between	
  any	
  of 	
   them	
  at 	
  a l l . 	
  Str ipe	
  real ised	
  that 	
  he	
  was	
  
looking	
  down	
  at 	
  a 	
  war	
  zone	
   in 	
  which	
  each	
  bui ld ing	
  appeared	
  to	
  stand	
  
only 	
   for 	
   i tsel f . 	
  

The	
  soldiers 	
   in 	
  quest ion	
  were	
  a	
  ragtag	
  group	
  of 	
  creatures, 	
   though	
  
not 	
  as 	
  diverse	
  as 	
  the	
  monsters 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  encountered	
   in 	
  the	
  
labyr inth. 	
  There	
  was	
  something	
  homogeneous	
  about	
  them.	
  They	
  had	
  
a	
  uniform	
  gr imness. 	
  

“Er…	
  care	
  to	
  tel l 	
  me	
  what’s 	
  going	
  on	
  Map?”	
   	
  
“One	
  moment	
  please.” 	
  The	
  Map	
  started	
  humming	
  to	
   i tsel f . 	
   	
  
Whi le 	
  Str ipe	
  waited, 	
  he	
  witnessed	
  a	
  horde	
  of 	
  warr iors 	
  c l imb	
   into	
  

barrels 	
  and	
  rol l 	
  down	
  a	
  hi l l 	
  at 	
  an	
  oncoming	
  br igade. 	
  The	
  barrel 	
   r iders 	
  
ploughed	
  through	
  the	
  enemy	
  onslaught, 	
  but 	
  by	
  the	
  t ime	
  they	
  reached	
  
the	
  bottom	
  of 	
  the	
  hi l l 	
   they	
  were	
  al l 	
   too	
  dizzy	
  to	
  put 	
  up	
  much	
  of 	
  a 	
  
f ight . 	
  This 	
  a l lowed	
  another	
  battal ion	
  to	
  shove	
  them	
  back	
   into	
  their 	
  
barrels 	
  and	
  catapult 	
   them	
  off 	
   into	
  the	
  frenzy	
  on	
  the	
  other	
  s ide	
  of 	
   the	
  
arena	
   l ike	
  cove. 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  attent ion	
  dr i fted	
  to	
  a 	
   feathered	
  beast 	
  r id ing	
  
a 	
   large	
  angry	
  badger	
  that 	
  was	
  tear ing	
  through	
  soldiers , 	
  but 	
  the	
  pair ’s 	
  
rampage	
  was	
  soon	
  cut 	
  short 	
  by	
  a 	
  trap	
  door	
   in 	
  the	
  f ie ld 	
  opening, 	
  
swal lowing	
  the	
  duo, 	
  and	
  then	
  s lamming	
  shut. 	
   	
  

“Alr ight, 	
  got 	
   i t ,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  “This 	
  area	
  was	
  or ig inal ly 	
  going	
  to	
  
be	
  the	
  s i te 	
  of 	
  a 	
  Dark	
  Lord’s 	
   tower. 	
  Lord	
  Yuzzlegust . 	
  Yuzz legust 	
  had	
  
ordered	
  his 	
  Hench-­‐Creatures	
  to	
  bui ld 	
  the	
  tower	
  however	
  the	
  Happy	
  
Labyrinth	
  caught	
  on	
  to	
  his 	
  p lans.” 	
  

“What’s 	
  a 	
  Hench-­‐Creature?”	
   inter jected	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“Varying	
   l i fe 	
   forms	
  that 	
  have	
  a	
  shadowy	
  appearance, 	
  yel lowish	
  

eyes	
  and	
  a	
  taste	
   for 	
  working	
   in 	
  mobs.”	
  
“Sounds	
   l ike	
  my	
  history	
  c lass ,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“A	
   joke,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map	
   in	
  much	
  the	
  same	
  way	
  that 	
  someone	
  points 	
  

out 	
  something	
   interest ing	
   in 	
  the	
  sky. 	
   I t 	
  continued. 	
  
“The	
  Labyrinth	
   ins isted	
  that 	
  a 	
  tower	
  that 	
  high	
  so	
  c lose	
  to	
  the	
  Wolf 	
  
Sanctuary	
  was	
  against 	
  bui ld ing	
  regulat ions	
  and	
  sent 	
  an	
  army	
  to	
  stop	
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i t . 	
  After 	
  a 	
  savage	
  three-­‐day	
  struggle	
  Yuzzlegust 	
  was	
  crushed	
   in 	
  what	
  
is 	
  known	
  as 	
  The	
  Batt le 	
  of 	
   the	
  Wolves. 	
  The	
  remaining	
  Hench-­‐Creatures	
  
were	
   left 	
  without	
  a 	
  master 	
  or 	
  purpose. 	
  However, 	
  several 	
  days	
   later 	
  
Yuzz legust ’s 	
  sword	
  appeared	
   in 	
  the	
  middle	
  of 	
   the	
  abandoned	
  
batt lef ie ld. 	
  The	
  Sword	
  of 	
  Quite	
  A	
  Substant ia l 	
  Amount	
  of 	
  Doom,	
  or 	
  
Soqasaod	
   for 	
  short . 	
  Whoever	
  wields 	
  the	
  sword-­‐” 	
  

“Obtains 	
  a 	
  quite	
  a 	
  substant ia l 	
  amount	
  of 	
  power?”	
  suggested	
  
Str ipe. 	
  

“Exact ly . 	
  With	
  nothing	
  to	
  do, 	
  Yuzzlegust’s 	
  Hench-­‐Creatures	
  began	
  
to	
   f ight 	
  over 	
   i t . 	
  The	
  f ight ing	
  grew	
  so	
   intense	
  that 	
   fact ions	
  began	
  to	
  
form	
  and	
  as 	
  t ime	
  passed	
  the	
  battal ions	
  began	
  to	
  appropriate	
  the	
  
bui ld ing	
  materia ls 	
   intended	
  for 	
  the	
  tower. 	
  Step	
  forward	
  f ive 	
  years 	
  
and	
  that’s 	
  where	
  we	
  are.” 	
  

“This 	
   f ight’s 	
  been	
  going	
  on	
  for 	
   f ive	
  years 	
  non-­‐stop?”	
  Str ipe	
  
marvel led	
  as 	
  he	
  stared	
  out 	
  at 	
   the	
  v ic ious	
  scene	
  before	
  him. 	
   	
  

I t 	
  became	
  c lear 	
  that 	
  there	
  was	
  a 	
  rough	
  doughnut	
  shape	
  to	
  the	
  
formation	
  of 	
   the	
  fortresses. 	
  The	
  central 	
  opening	
  was	
  most ly 	
  a 	
   frenzy	
  
of 	
  combat	
  but 	
  at 	
   i ts 	
  heart 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  make	
  out	
  a 	
  thin	
  red	
   l ight 	
  
hovering	
  vert ical ly 	
  above	
  the	
  ground. 	
  A	
  smal l , 	
  dark, 	
  pointy-­‐eared	
  
Hench-­‐Creature	
  made	
  a	
  break	
  for 	
  the	
  sword	
  only 	
  to	
  have	
  a	
   large	
  rock	
  
shoot	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  c lamour	
  of 	
  batt le 	
  and	
  crack	
   into	
  the	
  back	
  of 	
   i ts 	
  
head. 	
  A	
  short 	
  armoured	
  f igure	
  with	
  horns	
  burst 	
   from	
  the	
  combat	
  and	
  
dived	
  at 	
   the	
  sword, 	
  only 	
  to	
  have	
   i ts 	
  ankle	
  grabbed	
  and	
  yanked	
  
backward, 	
  cutt ing	
   i ts 	
   reach	
  short . 	
   	
  Another	
   impish	
  f igure	
  crawled	
  
over	
  the	
  fa l len	
  warr ior 	
  and	
  made	
  a	
  dive	
  for 	
  the	
  blade	
  and	
  was	
  
stopped	
  short . 	
  As 	
   i t 	
  had	
  disappeared	
  back	
   into	
  the	
  tumbl ing	
  bodies, 	
  
the	
  short 	
  armoured	
  f igure	
  had	
  grabbed	
  the	
   imp	
  soldier 	
  by	
   i ts 	
   forked	
  
tai l 	
  and	
  dragged	
  the	
  creature	
  a long	
  with	
   i t . 	
   	
  

The	
  ent ire	
  struggle	
  was	
   l ike	
  a 	
  matr ix 	
  of 	
  combat	
  sheathing	
  the	
  
sword, 	
  a 	
  dark	
  and	
  v iolent 	
  wimmelbook	
  scene	
  radiat ing	
  from	
  the	
  
blade. 	
  Any	
  chance	
  of 	
  breaking	
  out 	
  and	
  grabbing	
  the	
  weapon	
  seemed	
  
impossible	
   -­‐ 	
   the	
  ent ire	
  batt le 	
  was	
  so	
  evenly 	
  matched	
   i t 	
  was	
  reduced	
  
to	
  a 	
  continuous	
  sel f -­‐cancel l ing	
  system.	
   	
  

“The	
  ent ire	
  val ley	
   is 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  g iant 	
  game	
  of 	
  ruckus	
  gone	
  wrong. 	
   I t ’s 	
  a 	
  
batt lef ie ld,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  

“Yesiree,” 	
  agreed	
  the	
  Map. 	
   	
  
“And	
  the	
  mountain	
  passage	
   I 	
  need	
  to	
  get 	
  to	
   is 	
   r ight 	
  on	
  the	
  

periphery	
  of 	
  a l l 	
   th is?” 	
  
“ Indeed,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  
	
  The	
  ground	
  trembled	
  and	
  Str ipe	
  turned	
  to	
  see	
  an	
  explosion	
  

rocking	
  the	
  centre	
  of 	
   the	
  batt le 	
  with	
  several 	
  gr im	
  f igures	
   f ly ing	
   into	
  
the	
  air . 	
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“How	
  am	
  I 	
  supposed	
  to	
  get 	
  through	
  this 	
  a l ive?”	
  
“By	
  not 	
  dying,” 	
  suggested	
  the	
  Map	
  with	
  earnest 	
  enthusiasm.	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  crouched	
  and	
  headed	
  down	
   into	
  the	
  madness. 	
   	
  
	
  

Ï 
	
  
The	
   journey	
  was	
  s low	
  going. 	
  Str ipe	
  hid	
  behind	
  short 	
  wal ls , 	
  barrels , 	
  

debris 	
  and	
  at 	
  other 	
  t imes	
   lay	
  st i l l 	
  on	
  the	
  ground	
   l ike	
  he	
  was	
  dead	
  -­‐ 	
  
anything	
  he	
  could	
  do	
  to	
  advance	
  around	
  the	
  heart 	
  of 	
   the	
  combat. 	
  The	
  
smel l 	
  of 	
   the	
  cove	
  was	
  an	
  assault 	
  on	
  the	
  senses	
  a l l 	
  by	
   i tsel f . 	
   Industr ia l 	
  
and	
  smoky	
  wafts 	
  drenched	
   in 	
  sweat	
  and	
  decay	
  stung	
  Str ipe’s 	
  nostr i ls , 	
  
brought	
  tears 	
  to	
  his 	
  eyes	
  and	
  made	
  him	
  feel 	
  d izzy. 	
  There	
  was	
  f i re 	
  
everywhere, 	
  angry	
  patches	
  of 	
   f lame	
   l i t 	
   the	
  batt le 	
  zone	
   in 	
  a 	
  
bloodthirsty 	
  red, 	
  burning	
  z i ts 	
  on	
  the	
  face	
  of 	
  war. 	
  An	
   immense	
  shoal 	
  
of 	
  sparkl ing	
  arrows	
  momentar i ly 	
  b locked	
  out 	
  the	
  sun	
   l ike	
  a 	
  pass ing	
  
c loud. 	
  Str ipe	
  heard	
  a	
  hiss 	
  behind	
  him. 	
  He	
  spun	
  round	
  to	
   f ind	
  a	
  
skeletal 	
   l i zard	
  creature	
  that 	
   looked	
   l ike	
   i t 	
  had	
  survived	
  being	
  set 	
  on	
  
f i re 	
  point ing	
  a 	
  curved	
  sword	
  at 	
  his 	
   throat. 	
  Before	
  he	
  could	
  react , 	
  a 	
  
large	
  round	
  boulder	
  swept	
   i t 	
  away, 	
   leaving	
  an	
  abandoned	
  sword	
  
point ing	
  at 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  back	
  as 	
  he	
  turned	
  and	
  f led. 	
  

Str ipe	
  had	
  barely 	
   let 	
  out 	
  a 	
  s igh	
  of 	
  rel ief 	
  when	
  two	
   large	
  soldiers , 	
  
each	
  twice	
  his 	
  height, 	
  crashed	
   into	
  the	
  earth	
   in 	
   front 	
  of 	
  h im,	
   locked	
  
in 	
   juggernaut 	
  combat. 	
   	
  Str ipe	
   looped	
  around	
  their 	
  wrest l ing	
   frames	
  
as 	
  the	
  two	
  pummelled	
  each	
  other	
   into	
  the	
  ground	
  and	
  froze	
   just 	
   in 	
  
t ime	
  to	
  avoid	
  a 	
  pack	
  of 	
  Hench-­‐Creatures	
  on	
  armoured	
  bicycles 	
  
whizz ing	
  past 	
  him	
  toward	
  the	
  heart 	
  of 	
   the	
  batt le. 	
  Str ipe	
  awkwardly 	
  
waited	
  for 	
  them	
  as	
  though	
  he	
  were	
  on	
  some	
  twisted	
  pedestr ian	
  
cross ing	
  unt i l 	
   the	
  smal lest 	
  Hench-­‐Creature, 	
   (which, 	
  cur iously, 	
  had	
  
training	
  wheels 	
  on	
   i ts 	
  combat	
  bike) 	
  had	
  squeaked	
  past . 	
  Str ipe	
  ruff led	
  
some	
  ash	
  out 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  hair , 	
  c lung	
  onto	
  the	
  s i lver 	
   leaf 	
  around	
  his 	
  neck	
  
and	
  carr ied	
  on. 	
  

I t 	
  was	
  as 	
  Str ipe	
  neared	
  the	
  per iphery	
  of 	
  the	
  chaos	
  and	
  felt 	
   the	
  
excitement	
  of 	
  escape	
  wel l ing	
  up	
   in 	
  his 	
  chest , 	
   that	
  the	
  trap	
  went	
  off . 	
  
A	
  net 	
  neat ly 	
  scooped	
  him	
  up	
  and	
   left 	
  h im	
  suspended	
  and	
  tangled	
  two	
  
feet 	
  above	
  the	
  ground. 	
  A	
  smal l 	
  mob	
  of 	
  Hench-­‐Creatures	
  with	
  their 	
  
sharp	
  eyes	
  and	
  even	
  sharper	
  teeth	
  surrounded	
  him. 	
   	
  

“What	
  do	
  we	
  have	
  here	
  then?”	
   jeered	
  a	
  crocodi le-­‐eyed	
  member	
  
with	
  a 	
  sharp	
  tr ident. 	
  “ Is 	
   i t 	
  a 	
  spy?	
  Or	
  a 	
  distract ion?	
  Or	
  maybe	
  even	
  a	
  
thief?” 	
  

“ I ’m	
  def initely 	
  a 	
  distract ion,” 	
  Str ipe	
  cal led	
  back. 	
  “You	
  should	
  al l 	
  
quickly 	
   look	
  around	
  for 	
  the	
  ambush	
  that’s 	
  on	
   i ts 	
  way	
   i f 	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  
l ive.” 	
  Al l 	
  eyes	
  stayed	
  on	
  Str ipe	
  except	
   for 	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  s lower	
  members	
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of	
  the	
  party	
  who	
  nervously 	
  turned	
  around. 	
  The	
  crocodi le-­‐eyed	
   leader	
  
of 	
   the	
  Hench-­‐Creatures	
   l icked	
  across 	
  her 	
  pupi ls , 	
  her 	
  tongue	
  swiping	
  
past 	
   them	
  l ike	
  a 	
   large	
  rough	
  rubbery	
  windscreen	
  wiper. 	
  Her 	
  gaze	
  
stayed	
   locked	
  on	
  Str ipe	
  the	
  whole	
  t ime. 	
   	
  

“Where	
  are	
  you	
  from,	
  boy?”	
  she	
  prodded	
  Str ipe	
  with	
  her 	
  tr ident. 	
  
Str ipe	
  could	
  tel l 	
   she	
  wasn’t 	
  one	
  to	
  be	
  easi ly 	
   fooled. 	
   	
  

“ I ’m	
   just 	
  pass ing	
  through, 	
   I 	
  have	
  no	
   interest 	
   in 	
  your	
   f ight 	
  or 	
  sword	
  
or 	
  anything. 	
  Don’t 	
  bother	
  with	
  me, 	
  you’re	
  wast ing	
  t ime	
  that 	
  could	
  be	
  
valuably 	
  used	
  k i l l ing	
  stuff .” 	
  

Before	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  add	
  anymore	
  the	
  tr ident 	
  pressed	
  quickly 	
  
through	
  the	
  net 	
  to	
  rest 	
  against 	
  his 	
   throat. 	
   	
  

“Where?”	
  demanded	
  the	
  rept i l ian	
   leader	
   in 	
  a 	
  tone	
  that 	
  c losed	
  al l 	
  
room	
  for 	
  anything	
  but 	
  direct 	
  answers. 	
  

“Across 	
  the	
  Fury	
   -­‐ 	
  Furry	
  Sea.” 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
   feel 	
   the	
  sharp	
  weight 	
  of 	
  
the	
  metal 	
  press 	
  down	
  on	
  the	
  hum	
  of 	
  his 	
   throat. 	
  

Her 	
  eyes	
  seemed	
  to	
  f l icker 	
  at 	
   that. 	
  “Du	
  Waltz ,” 	
  she	
  spat. 	
  “Are	
  you	
  
one	
  of 	
  Du	
  Waltz ’s?” 	
   	
  

“The	
  thief?” 	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“Ah, 	
  so	
  you	
  know	
  him	
  then?”	
  
“No, 	
   I 	
  only 	
  heard	
  of 	
  him	
  yesterday, 	
  but 	
   I ’m	
  not 	
  here	
  to	
  take	
  

anything. 	
   I ’m	
   just 	
  making	
  my	
  way	
  to	
  the	
  Endless 	
  River.” 	
  
“We’ve	
  been	
  expect ing	
  Dusk	
  to	
  try 	
  take	
  away	
  our	
  sword,” 	
  hissed	
  

Crocodi le-­‐Eyes. 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  had	
  thought	
  there	
  wasn’t 	
   room	
  for 	
  any	
  more	
  shock	
   in 	
  his 	
  
present 	
  s i tuat ion	
  but 	
  he	
  saw	
  now	
  that 	
  he	
  had	
  been	
  very	
  wrong. 	
  
Before	
  he	
  could	
  respond, 	
  a 	
  deafening	
  chime	
  rang	
  across 	
  the	
  val ley. 	
   	
  

“Renewal 	
   t ime!	
  Renewal 	
   t ime!”	
  
The	
  group	
  surrounding	
  Str ipe	
  s lackened. 	
  Their 	
  ent ire	
  postures	
  

def lated	
   l ike	
   f ists 	
  unclenching. 	
  They	
  turned	
  away	
  as 	
   i f 	
  Str ipe	
  were	
  
suddenly 	
   invis ib le. 	
  The	
  ent ire	
  batt le 	
  appeared	
  to	
  have	
  been	
  paused. 	
  
Warr iors 	
  who	
  were	
  at 	
  each	
  other’s 	
   throats 	
  moments	
  before	
  stopped	
  
their 	
   f ight ing	
  and	
  began	
  to	
  drag	
  away	
  the	
  wounded, 	
  col lect ing	
  arrows	
  
and	
  ext inguishing	
  f i res. 	
  Swords	
  were	
  replaced	
  by	
  tools 	
  and	
  armies	
  
began	
  to	
  work	
  at 	
  repair ing	
  their 	
   fortresses. 	
  Wagons	
  began	
  to	
  move	
  
around	
  the	
  f ie ld	
  dispensing	
  food	
  and	
  dr ink. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  as 	
   i f 	
   the	
  ent ire	
  
bloody	
  batt le 	
  was	
  a 	
   f i lm	
  scene	
  and	
  the	
  director 	
  had	
  yel led	
  cut. 	
  

Somewhere	
  a	
  song	
  erupted	
  and	
  spread	
  across 	
  the	
  cove, 	
   infect ing	
  
the	
  Hench-­‐Creature	
  warr iors 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  contagious	
  disease. 	
   	
  

	
  
Renewal 	
  t ime, 	
  renewal 	
  t ime, 	
  
Put 	
  down	
  your	
  blades, 	
   there’s 	
   the	
  chime, 	
  
Renewal 	
  t ime, 	
  renewal 	
  t ime, 	
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Take	
  a	
  moment	
  and	
  c lear 	
  off 	
   the	
  gr ime, 	
  
War	
   is 	
  hard	
  and	
   loss 	
   is 	
  h igh, 	
  
Some	
  of 	
  us 	
  are	
  going	
  to	
  die, 	
  
But 	
   let ’s 	
  do	
   i t 	
  with	
  our 	
  heads	
  held	
  high	
  
Renewal 	
  t ime, 	
  renewal 	
  t ime	
  
Renewal 	
  t ime	
  for 	
  you	
  and	
   I 	
  
	
  
Ooooooh!	
  
	
  
Put	
  that 	
  dagger	
   in 	
   i ts 	
  sheath!	
  
Take	
  a	
  moment	
  to	
   f ind	
  your	
  teeth! 	
  
And	
  bury	
  the	
  dead	
  underneath!	
  
	
  
Renewal 	
  t ime, 	
  renewal 	
  t ime, 	
  
Whatever 	
  you	
  do, 	
  don’t 	
  cross 	
  the	
   l ine! 	
  
	
  
Str ipe	
  twisted	
   in 	
  his 	
  net 	
  to	
  make	
  out	
  the	
  sword	
  stuck	
   in 	
  the	
  centre	
  

of 	
   the	
  batt lef ie ld. 	
  There	
  was	
  a 	
  thick	
  white	
   l ine	
  painted	
  around	
   i t 	
  
a lmost 	
   l ike	
  the	
  markings	
  on	
  a	
  sports 	
   f ie ld. 	
  The	
  zone	
  had	
  been	
  c leared	
  
out 	
   for 	
   the	
  break, 	
   l ike	
  a 	
   f ie ld 	
  being	
  vacated	
  for 	
  half -­‐t ime. 	
  

Str ipe	
  cal led	
  out 	
  to	
  the	
   leader	
  of 	
  h is 	
  captors, 	
  “ I ’m	
  sorry, 	
  but 	
  what	
  
about	
  me?”	
  

She	
  was	
  s i tt ing	
  on	
  a	
   large	
   l i fe less 	
  warr ior , 	
  and	
  eat ing	
  what	
   looked	
  
l ike	
  a 	
  tuna	
  sandwich. 	
  She	
  glanced	
  up	
  at 	
  him, 	
  deeply 	
  unimpressed, 	
  as 	
  
i f 	
  Str ipe	
  were	
  behaving	
  audaciously. 	
  “ I t ’s 	
  my	
   lunch	
  break	
  k id. 	
  You	
  
don’t 	
  sustain	
  a 	
  war	
  this 	
   long	
  without	
  some	
  down	
  t ime,” 	
  she	
  went	
  
back	
  to	
  her 	
  sandwich. 	
   	
  

“But–”	
  
She	
  put 	
  a 	
   f inger 	
  to	
  her 	
   l ips 	
  and	
  then	
  continued	
  eat ing. 	
   	
  
Before	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  begin	
  to	
  press 	
  her 	
   further, 	
  a 	
  roar 	
  erupted	
  from	
  

the	
  centre	
  of 	
   the	
  val ley	
  and	
  ratt led	
  out 	
  against 	
   the	
  mountainous	
  
wal ls 	
  of 	
   the	
  cove. 	
   	
  

A	
  smal l 	
   ratty 	
  Hench-­‐Creature	
  with	
  trembly	
  eyes	
  had	
  crossed	
  the	
  
l ine	
  and	
  was	
  making	
  a	
  break	
  for 	
  the	
  sword. 	
   	
  Crocodi le-­‐Eyes	
  a long	
  
with	
  a lmost 	
  every	
  other	
  Hench-­‐Creature	
  on	
  the	
  f ie ld	
  withdrew	
  a	
  
concealed	
  weapon. 	
  Arrows, 	
  hammers, 	
   throwing	
  blades	
  and	
  stones	
  
shot 	
  off 	
   into	
  the	
  centre	
  of 	
   the	
  c irc le. 	
  Str ipe	
   looked	
  away. 	
  He	
  was	
  
quite	
  sure	
  that 	
  whi le 	
  the	
  would-­‐be	
  truce	
  breaker	
  was	
  st i l l 	
   in 	
   the	
  
c irc le, 	
  he	
  was	
  covering	
  a 	
   lot 	
  more	
  of 	
   i t 	
   than	
  he	
  had	
  been	
  a	
   few	
  
seconds	
  before. 	
  Heated	
  conversat ions	
  broke	
  out 	
  and	
  Crocodi le-­‐Eyes	
  
wandered	
  off , 	
  excited	
  by	
  the	
  chance	
  to	
  yel l 	
  at 	
  people. 	
  Str ipe	
  went	
  
quiet . 	
  How	
  was	
  he	
  going	
  to	
  get 	
  out 	
  of 	
   this 	
  one?	
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The	
  answer	
  came	
  to	
  him	
  at 	
  the	
  s ight 	
  of 	
  a 	
  Hench-­‐Creature	
  that 	
  
looked	
   l ike	
  a 	
   jackal 	
  wearing	
  a 	
  cel lo. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  hard	
  at 	
  work	
  mending	
  an	
  
overturned	
  cart . 	
   	
  

“Sorry, 	
  sorry. 	
  Um…	
  you	
  with	
  the	
  tools , 	
  yes 	
  you.” 	
  
The	
  f ixer 	
  turned	
  to	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  
“Yes, 	
   thank	
  you,” 	
  continued	
  Str ipe. 	
  “You	
  see	
  my	
  net, 	
  wel l 	
   the	
  net 	
  

that 	
   I ’m	
   in	
   is 	
  breaking	
  at 	
   the	
  top. 	
  Would	
  you	
  mind	
  f ix ing	
   i t?” 	
  
The	
  f ixer 	
  scrunched	
  up	
  his 	
   face. 	
  “ I 	
  don’t 	
  see	
  nothing	
  wrong	
  with	
  

i t ,” 	
  he	
  said	
  blunt ly. 	
  
“Oh	
   i t ’s 	
  very	
  c lear 	
   from	
  my	
  angle. 	
  One	
  of 	
   the	
  main	
   l ines	
   is 	
  um…	
  

unravel l ing. 	
  Quite	
  badly. 	
   I 	
   th ink	
  by	
  the	
  end	
  of 	
  recovery	
  t ime	
   i t ’ l l 	
  be	
  
busted	
  ent irely.” 	
  

The	
  f ixer 	
   looked	
  alarmed. 	
  “Wel l 	
  we	
  can’t 	
  have	
  that 	
  can	
  we?”	
  The	
  
f ixer 	
  shuff led	
  over	
  to	
  the	
  trap	
  and	
  began	
  to	
   lower	
  a 	
   lever. 	
  Str ipe	
  
gently 	
  reached	
  the	
  ground. 	
  

“Why	
   is 	
   there	
  a 	
  picture	
  of 	
  a 	
  duck	
  on	
  your	
  hat?”	
  asked	
  the	
  f ixer, 	
  as 	
  
he	
  helped	
  Str ipe	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  net. 	
   	
  

“ I t ’s 	
  a 	
   logo,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  
The	
  f ixer 	
  nodded	
  and	
  bent 	
   into	
  the	
  universal 	
  crouch	
  of 	
  people	
  who	
  
f ix 	
   things. 	
   I t ’s 	
  a 	
  crouch	
  that 	
  hones	
  their 	
  senses	
  and	
   lets 	
  you	
  know	
  
that 	
  they	
  are	
  total ly 	
  engaged	
   in 	
  whatever	
  type	
  of 	
   f ix ing	
  may	
  be	
  on	
   i ts 	
  
way. 	
  “Say	
  mister, 	
   I 	
  don’t 	
  see	
  anything	
  wrong?”	
  said	
  the	
  Hench-­‐
Creature. 	
   	
  

But 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  already	
  running	
  away	
  as 	
   fast 	
  as 	
  his 	
   legs 	
  could	
  carry	
  
him. 	
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11. 	
  
	
  

OF	
  MAPS	
  AND	
  MANTISES	
  
	
  

“That	
  perhaps	
  wasn’t 	
   the	
  safest 	
  route	
  was	
   i t?” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map	
   l ight-­‐
heartedly. 	
  “ I t ’s 	
  a 	
  shame	
  the	
  other	
  opt ions	
  were	
   just 	
  so	
   lengthy. 	
  
Maybe	
  next 	
  t ime	
   I 	
  can 	
   t ry 	
   f igure	
  out 	
  a 	
  route	
  that 	
  doesn’t 	
  cross 	
   i t .” 	
  

Smeared	
   in 	
  soot	
  and	
  ash, 	
  Str ipe	
  stumbled	
  away	
  from	
  the	
  chaos	
  of 	
  
the	
  F ie ld	
  of 	
  Towers. 	
   	
  

“Map, 	
   i f 	
  you	
  unnecessar i ly 	
  put 	
  me	
   in 	
  a 	
  s i tuat ion	
   l ike	
  that 	
  again	
   I 	
  
am	
  going	
  to	
  make	
  you	
   into	
  a 	
  paper	
  aeroplane	
  and	
  throw	
  you	
  as 	
  hard	
  
as 	
   I 	
  can,” 	
  he	
  said	
  humourless ly. 	
   	
  

The	
  c leaner	
  the	
  air 	
  became	
  as	
  Str ipe	
  neared	
  the	
  foot 	
  of 	
   the	
  
mountain, 	
   the	
  more	
  the	
  rush	
  of 	
  his 	
  escape	
  shi fted	
   into	
  a 	
  trembl ing	
  
anger	
  and	
  frustrat ion. 	
  Dusk. 	
  They	
  had	
  said	
  Dusk. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  hardly 	
  a 	
  
common	
  name. 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  mind	
  ratt led	
  with	
  possibi l i t ies . 	
  Was	
  his 	
  
grandfather	
  real ly 	
  Dusk	
  Du	
  Waltz?	
   I f 	
   i t 	
  was	
  true, 	
   then	
  could	
   i t 	
  be	
  that	
  
he	
  real ly 	
  was	
  a 	
  thief? 	
   Is 	
   that 	
  what	
  a l l 	
   those	
  stor ies 	
   from	
  his 	
  
chi ldhood	
  were?	
  Yarns	
  spun	
  out 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  exploits 	
  whi le 	
  he	
  headed	
  up	
  
here	
  and	
  plundered	
  these	
  place’s 	
  r iches?	
  Str ipe’s 	
  racing	
  thoughts 	
  
began	
  to	
  spl i t 	
   fur iously 	
   l ike	
  an	
  angry	
  amoeba	
  exploding	
   into	
  a 	
  chain	
  
of 	
  quest ions. 	
  Why	
  had	
  his 	
  parents 	
   let 	
  h im	
  come	
  to	
  this 	
  p lace	
  s ince	
   i t 	
  
was	
  c lear ly 	
  dangerous?	
  And	
   just 	
  how	
  big 	
  was	
   i t?	
  Certainly 	
  not 	
  some	
  
smal l 	
   l i t t le 	
   is land	
  shrouded	
   in 	
  smoke	
  that 	
  you	
  could	
  through	
  a	
  stone	
  
halfway	
  across. 	
  

Str ipe	
  plucked	
  the	
  Map	
  out	
  of 	
  h is 	
  backpack	
  and	
  held	
   i t 	
   f i rmly	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
he	
  was	
  expect ing	
   i t 	
   to 	
  try 	
  escape. 	
  “Okay	
  Map, 	
   I 	
  have	
  a 	
   lot 	
  of 	
  
quest ions	
  and	
   I 	
   real ly 	
  need	
  you	
  to	
  g ive	
  me	
  some	
  straight-­‐up	
  
answers.” 	
  

	
   I f 	
  Str ipe	
  wasn’t 	
  so	
  shaken	
  he	
  might 	
  have	
  found	
   i t 	
  amusing	
  that 	
  
he’d	
   just 	
  spoken	
   l ike	
  a 	
  tough	
  detect ive	
  to	
  what	
  was, 	
  after 	
  a l l , 	
  a 	
  map. 	
  

	
  “What	
   is 	
   this 	
  p lace?”	
  Str ipe	
  demanded. 	
  
“The	
  Unlocked	
  Mountain	
   is ,”-­‐ 	
   	
  
“No, 	
  Map. 	
  Not	
  the	
  Mountain, 	
   I ’m	
  not 	
   interested	
   in 	
  the	
  Mountain	
  

and	
  whatever	
  bloodthirsty 	
  creatures	
   l ive	
   in 	
   i t . 	
   I 	
  want	
  to	
  know	
  about	
  
this…	
  this 	
  world . 	
  How	
  big	
   is 	
   i t?” 	
  

“ I ’m	
  afraid	
   I 	
  can’t 	
  answer	
  that 	
  Str ipe,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  
“Why?”	
  shot	
  back	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“Because	
  nobody	
  knows	
  that.” 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  froze	
  mid-­‐step. 	
   	
  
“ I t ’s 	
  endless 	
  as 	
   far 	
  as 	
  we	
  know.”	
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“But…	
  I 	
  don’t 	
  understand. 	
  Could	
  you	
  show	
  it 	
   to	
  me?	
  Where	
   I 	
   l ive	
   in 	
  
proximity	
  to	
  a l l 	
  of 	
   this?”	
  

Nonsolus	
  and	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea	
  appeared	
  on	
  the	
  map. 	
  The	
   image	
  s lowly	
  
began	
  to	
  shr ink	
  as 	
   i f 	
   the	
  map’s 	
  v iew	
  were	
  f ly ing	
  higher. 	
  Str ipe	
  saw	
  
the	
  Long-­‐Short-­‐Br idge	
  stretching	
  out 	
   from	
  the	
   is les 	
  of 	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
invis ib le 	
  hands	
  were	
  etching	
   i t 	
  out 	
   from	
  the	
  other	
  s ide	
  of 	
   the	
  paper. 	
  
As 	
  soon	
  as 	
  the	
  br idge	
  reached	
   i ts 	
  end	
  a	
  coast l ine	
   f lashed	
   into	
  
existence	
  and	
  began	
  to	
  race	
  out 	
   l ike	
   f i re	
  consuming	
  paper. 	
  The	
  f ie ld	
  
Str ipe	
  had	
  crossed, 	
   the	
  Forest 	
  with	
  Book-­‐Lung	
  –	
  they	
  al l 	
  began	
  to	
  
appear	
  as 	
  Nonsolus	
  continued	
  to	
  shr ink	
   into	
  the	
  Map’s 	
  centre. 	
  

The	
  detai led	
   landscapes	
  raced	
  relent less ly 	
  onward	
  and	
  the	
  
k i lometres	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  crossed	
  sank	
   into	
  mi l l imetres 	
  on	
  the	
  map. 	
  
Forests 	
  and	
  deserts 	
  and	
  mountains 	
  and	
   lakes, 	
   turned	
   into	
  dr ip-­‐s ized	
  
blotches	
  and	
  st i l l 	
  Nonsolus	
  disappeared	
   into	
  the	
  c ircumference	
  of 	
  a 	
  
pinhead. 	
  As	
  the	
  map	
  began	
  to	
  grow	
  denser 	
  Str ipe	
  real ised	
  that 	
  he	
  
wasn’t 	
   looking	
  at 	
  d istances	
  the	
  s ize	
  of 	
  countr ies, 	
  or 	
  even	
  
hemispheres. 	
  He	
  was	
   looking	
  at 	
  universes. 	
  Universes	
   l ike	
  cont inents, 	
  
a l l 	
   l inked	
  by	
   land	
  and	
  patched	
  by	
  sea	
  and	
  stars. 	
  Galaxies 	
  you	
  could	
  
cross 	
  on	
  foot 	
   i f 	
  you	
  had	
  the	
   l i fespan	
  to	
   l ive	
  out 	
  the	
   inf in ite	
  steps	
  
needed	
  to	
  do	
  so. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  too	
  much	
  to	
  comprehend. 	
  Str ipe	
   looked	
  away	
  
his 	
  brain	
  a 	
  dizzy	
  paper	
  boat 	
  spinning	
   in 	
  whir lpool 	
  of 	
   revelat ion: 	
  The	
  
Fury	
  Sea, 	
  no	
  the	
  Furry 	
  Sea , 	
  had	
  borders. 	
  This 	
  p lace	
  wasn’t 	
  an	
   is land, 	
  
Nonsolus	
  was	
  the	
   is land. 	
  A	
  smal l 	
   i s land	
   in 	
  a 	
  sea	
  that 	
  was	
  now	
  a	
  speck	
  
on	
  a	
  map. 	
  

“Okay, 	
  okay	
  Map. 	
  You	
  can	
  stop.” 	
  Str ipe	
  paused	
  coming	
  to	
  terms	
  
with	
  this 	
  revelat ion. 	
  “Does	
  a l l 	
  of 	
   this ,” 	
  he	
  waved	
  vaguely 	
  at 	
   the	
  
drawing	
  of 	
   the	
  world, 	
  “Does	
   i t 	
  have	
  a	
  name?”	
  

“The	
  Universe,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map	
  s imply. 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  bit 	
  h is 	
   tongue. 	
   I t 	
  actual ly 	
  makes	
  sense , 	
  he	
  admitted	
  to	
  

himself . 	
   I f 	
  a l l 	
  you’ve	
  ever 	
  known, 	
  or 	
  wi l l 	
  know,	
   is 	
   th is 	
  p lace, 	
  why	
  
would	
   i t 	
  be	
  cal led	
  anything	
  other 	
  than	
  the	
  universe?	
  

“People	
   from	
  your	
  world	
  sometimes	
  cal l 	
   i t 	
   the	
  Endless 	
  Land	
  or 	
  
even	
  the	
  Constel lat ion	
  Highway.” 	
  

“Ah, 	
  so	
  people	
   from	
  my	
  world…	
  What’s 	
   the	
  deal 	
  here?	
  Why	
  are	
  we	
  
locked	
  out 	
  of 	
   this?”	
  

“Pol i t ics ,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map. 	
  “You’re	
  not 	
  the	
  only 	
  ones. 	
   Isolat ionism	
  
happens	
  from	
  t ime	
  to	
  t ime.” 	
  

“Right. 	
  And	
  why	
  does	
  everyone	
  from	
  over	
  here	
  cal l 	
   i t 	
   the	
  Furry	
  Sea	
  
and	
  not 	
  the	
  Fury	
  Sea?”	
  

“The	
  ocean	
  surrounding	
  Nonsolus	
   is 	
   the	
  nat ive	
  habitat 	
  of 	
  
Lurzwurgles 	
  and	
  Wurzlurgles. 	
  Lurzwurgles 	
  are	
  actual ly-­‐” 	
  



	
  

	
   	
  
86	
  

“Litt le 	
   furry	
  creatures	
  that 	
  can	
  be	
  become	
  Wurzlurgles 	
  which	
  are	
  
f ish,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  

“Correct!” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map	
   l ike	
  an	
  approving	
  schoolteacher. 	
  “So	
  when	
  
Lurzwurgles 	
  shed	
  their 	
  pelts 	
   the	
  coats 	
  often	
  s ink	
  to	
  the	
  bottom	
  of 	
  
the	
  sea	
  or 	
  wash	
  up	
  on	
  the	
  shore. 	
  S ince	
  nothing	
  eats 	
  them	
  a	
   large	
  
surplus 	
  of 	
   their 	
   furry 	
  skins 	
  bui ld 	
  up	
   in 	
  the	
  sea	
  and	
  surrounding	
  
coasts. 	
  Travel lers 	
  and	
  traders 	
   from	
  al l 	
  over 	
  head	
  to	
  the	
  Furry	
  Sea	
  to	
  
col lect 	
   them.	
  Skin	
  div ing	
   is 	
  a 	
   fa ir ly 	
  b ig 	
   industry, 	
  often	
  pract ised	
  by	
  
gobl iNs.” 	
  

“But	
  then	
  why	
  are	
  they	
  so	
  rare	
  near	
  Nonsolus?”	
  
“Because	
  your	
  people	
  have	
  hunted	
  and	
  chased	
  them	
  away. 	
   Instead	
  

you’re	
   in 	
  the	
  middle	
  of 	
  a 	
  wi ld 	
  sea	
  with	
  a 	
   ferocious	
  eco-­‐system	
  fuel led	
  
by	
  abandoned	
  f ishy	
  Wurzlurgle	
  sk ins. 	
  S ince	
  your	
  people	
  are	
  so	
  
terr i f ied	
  of 	
   the	
  outs ide	
  world	
  you	
  re-­‐named	
  the	
  Furry	
  Sea	
  the	
  Fury	
  
Sea, 	
  most 	
   l ikely 	
  to	
  make	
  people	
  even	
  more	
  afraid	
  of 	
   the	
  outs ide	
  
world.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  shook	
  his 	
  head. 	
  Dusk	
  had	
  given	
  him	
   l i t t le 	
  g l impses	
  of 	
  a l l 	
  of 	
  
this , 	
  b it 	
  by	
  bit , 	
  year 	
  by	
  year 	
  but 	
  they	
  had	
  seemed	
   l ike	
  a 	
  separate	
  
col lect ion	
  of 	
  p layful 	
  yarns, 	
  not 	
  real 	
  world	
   facts 	
   that 	
  a l l 	
  added	
  up. 	
  
Pol i t ics 	
  and	
   isolat ion	
  and	
  people	
   from	
  Nonsolus	
  knowing	
  about	
  this 	
  
amazing	
  world	
  and	
  wanting	
  to	
  hide	
  from	
  it . 	
  He	
  def initely 	
  needed	
  to	
  
start 	
  reading	
  the	
  newspaper	
  and	
  paying	
  more	
  attent ion	
  to	
  c lues	
  
about	
  a l l 	
  of 	
   this 	
  when	
  he	
  was	
  home	
  again. 	
  There	
  was	
  c lear ly 	
  a 	
  secret 	
  
world	
  within	
  Nonslolus 	
   i tsel f , 	
  h idden	
  between	
  the	
   l ines	
  wait ing	
   for 	
  
Str ipe	
  to	
  uncover	
   i t . 	
   	
  

“And	
  my	
  Grandfather?	
  What’s 	
  h is 	
  story?”	
  
“ I ’m	
  afraid	
  he	
  seems	
  to	
  have	
  taken	
  himself 	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  story. 	
  There	
  

are	
  scrol ls 	
  miss ing	
   in 	
  the	
   l ibrary…	
  I 	
  can’t 	
   f ind	
  anything	
  substant ia l 	
  
about	
  him.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  nodded. 	
   I t 	
  made	
  sense. 	
   I f 	
  h is 	
  grandfather	
  was	
  a 	
  thief 	
   then	
  
he	
  would	
  have	
  been	
  a	
  creat ive	
  one, 	
  a 	
  charming	
  one, 	
  a 	
  cheeky	
  one	
  –	
  
he’d	
  apply 	
  a l l 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  usual 	
   ta lents 	
  to	
  the	
  pract ice	
  of 	
   thievery. 	
   	
  

“Okay	
  Map, 	
   let ’s 	
  stop	
  before	
  my	
  brain	
  bursts 	
   l ike	
  an	
  over-­‐ inf lated	
  
bal loon. 	
  Where	
  are	
  we	
  going	
  through	
  now	
  and	
  what’s 	
   try ing	
  to	
  k i l l 	
  us 	
  
this 	
   t ime?”	
  

“Aha! 	
   I 	
  see	
  we	
  are	
  start ing	
  to	
  bui ld 	
  up	
  a 	
  bit 	
  of 	
  a 	
  dynamic,” 	
  
chuckled	
  the	
  Map. 	
  “Me	
  guiding	
  you	
  and	
  you	
  being	
  snarky	
  to	
  me, 	
  
a lthough	
   I 	
  am	
  very	
  helpful .” 	
  The	
  Map	
  spoke	
  with	
  nothing	
  but 	
   joy	
   in 	
  
i ts 	
  voice. 	
  “Very	
  good, 	
   leftward	
  you’ l l 	
   f ind	
  a 	
  path	
  to	
  an	
  underground	
  
chasm	
  and	
  there’s 	
  nothing	
  down	
  there	
  that 	
  wi l l 	
  want	
  to	
  k i l l 	
  you.” 	
  

	
  
Ï 
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Near	
  the	
  base	
  of 	
   the	
  mountain	
  a 	
  wi ld 	
  stone	
  staircase	
  cur led	
  down	
  

into	
  the	
  ground, 	
  winding	
   i ts 	
  way	
   into	
  an	
  extremely	
   large	
  cave	
  system.	
  
Crystal 	
  growth	
  coated	
  the	
  wal ls 	
   l ike	
  ethereal 	
   l ichen. 	
  Clear 	
  turquoise	
  
pools 	
  of 	
  water 	
  g lowed	
  a	
  soft 	
  marine	
   l ight 	
  that 	
  was	
  ampl i f ied	
  by	
  the	
  
shiny	
  rocks, 	
  g iv ing	
  the	
  cavern	
  a	
   fa int 	
  b lue	
  hum.	
  After 	
  consult ing	
  the	
  
Map	
  to	
  check	
   i t 	
  was	
  safe, 	
  Str ipe	
  took	
  a	
  moment	
  to	
  r inse	
  his 	
   face	
   in 	
  
one	
  of 	
   the	
  pools . 	
  The	
  cool 	
  water 	
  rol led	
  down	
  his 	
  sk in 	
  soothingly. 	
  
With	
  each	
  splash, 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  more	
  aware	
  of 	
   the	
  new	
  world	
  he	
  found	
  
himself 	
   in. 	
  How	
  endless 	
   i t 	
  was, 	
  how	
  myster ious	
   i t 	
  was. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   l ike	
  his 	
  
whole	
   l i fe 	
  he’d	
   l ived	
   in 	
  a 	
   f ishbowl	
  and	
  now	
  found	
  himself 	
   in 	
  the	
  
ocean. 	
  Str ipe	
  wondered	
  about	
  his 	
  grandfather. 	
  How	
  far 	
  had	
  he	
  
travel led?	
  What	
  had	
  he	
  stolen?	
  And	
  how	
  had	
  he	
  prof i ted	
  from	
  it? 	
  Did	
  
the	
  others 	
  know?	
  His 	
  mom	
  and	
  dad?	
  Grandmother	
  Maelstrom?	
  Yes. 	
  
Yes, 	
  Maelstrom	
  def initely 	
  must 	
  have	
  known. 	
  She	
  even	
  knew	
  how	
  to	
  
f i re 	
  an	
  arrow.	
  Were	
  they	
  poss ibly 	
  even	
  partners 	
   in 	
  cr ime?	
  

Str ipe	
  reach	
  for 	
  another	
  scoop	
  of 	
  water 	
  and	
  saw	
  two	
  br ight 	
  green	
  
orbs	
  g lowing	
   in 	
  the	
  water. 	
  For 	
  a 	
  second	
  he	
  was	
  overjoyed	
  by	
  the	
  
thought	
  that 	
  Colour	
  Thieves	
   l ived	
   in 	
  the	
  cave. 	
  But 	
  then	
  he	
  real ised	
  
that 	
  they	
  were	
  only 	
  ref lect ions, 	
   ref lect ions	
  planted	
   in 	
  the	
  middle	
  of 	
  a 	
  
transparent	
   insectoid	
   face	
  that 	
  was	
  r ight 	
  behind	
  him. 	
  

Str ipe	
  shot	
  up. 	
  A	
   large	
  mantis 	
  monster 	
  stood	
   looming	
  over	
  him. 	
   I t 	
  
was	
  about	
  the	
  s ize	
  of 	
  a 	
   l lama, 	
   i ts 	
  armoured	
  skin	
  metal l ic 	
  and	
  cool 	
   in 	
  
the	
  cave	
   l ight. 	
   I t ’s 	
  hor izontal 	
   jaws	
  twitched	
  and	
  played	
  with	
  each	
  
other	
   l ike	
  tumbl ing	
  thumbs	
  whi le 	
   i ts 	
   ta l l 	
  antennas	
  whipped	
  around	
  
contemplat ively. 	
   I ts 	
  eyes	
  spun	
   loosely 	
  with	
  chameleon	
  dexter ity 	
  
radiat ing	
  a 	
  green	
  glow. 	
   	
  

Suddenly	
  a 	
  s ingle	
  eye	
  twitched	
  and	
   l ike	
  a 	
  coloured	
  globe	
  being	
  
changed	
   i t 	
   turned	
  a	
  br ight 	
  blue. 	
   	
   I ts 	
  next 	
  eye	
  twitched	
  and	
  turned	
  the	
  
same	
  blue	
  as 	
   i ts 	
   twin. 	
  The	
  Mantis 	
  was	
   looking	
   intently 	
  at 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  
neck	
  with	
  the	
  sort 	
  of 	
  cur ious	
  gaze	
  only 	
  the	
  al ien	
  blankness	
  of 	
  a 	
  
Mantis 	
  can	
  pul l 	
  off . 	
   I t 	
  wasn’t 	
  a lone. 	
  From	
  the	
  shadows	
  of 	
   the	
  cave	
  
blue	
  and	
  green	
  eyes	
  danced	
  around	
   in 	
  the	
  dark. 	
  Twenty, 	
   forty, 	
  s ixty 	
   -­‐ 	
  
the	
  eyes	
  continued	
  to	
  appear. 	
  

“Map?”	
  croaked	
  Str ipe	
  weakly. 	
  
“Not	
  to	
  worry, 	
   they	
  don’t 	
  want	
  to	
  k i l l 	
  you. 	
  They	
  only 	
  prey	
  on	
  

sent imental 	
  objects , 	
  hence	
  their 	
  name:	
  Profane	
  Mantises’ .” 	
  
Str ipe	
  fol lowed	
  the	
  creature’s 	
  gaze	
  down	
  to	
  the	
  s i lver 	
   leaf 	
  around	
  

his 	
  neck. 	
   	
  
“Wel l 	
   i t ’s 	
  a 	
  good	
  thing	
  the	
  purpose	
  of 	
   this 	
  whole	
  tr ip 	
  doesn’t 	
   rely 	
  

on	
  a 	
  real ly 	
  sent imental 	
  object .” 	
  
“Oh,” 	
  said	
  the	
  Map	
  sounding	
  uncharacter ist ical ly 	
  def lated. 	
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The	
  creature’s 	
  eyes	
  continued	
  to	
  gaze	
  at 	
  Str ipe, 	
  occasional ly 	
  
f l icker ing	
  from	
  green	
  to	
  blue. 	
  “They	
  see	
  the	
  real 	
  world	
   in 	
  blue	
  and	
  
sent imental i ty 	
   in 	
  green,” 	
  explained	
  the	
  Map. 	
   	
  

The	
  f lock	
  of 	
  eyes	
  around	
  Str ipe	
  spun	
  around	
   in 	
  green	
  and	
  blue	
  
f l ickers 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  choreographed	
   l ight 	
  show.	
  They	
  began	
  to	
   feed	
  off 	
  each	
  
other’s 	
  rhythm	
  as	
   i f 	
  synchronis ing. 	
  Str ipe	
  began	
  to	
   feel 	
  d izzy, 	
  he	
  
looked	
  down. 	
  A	
   long	
  s i lver 	
  antenna	
  brushed	
  past 	
  his 	
  cheek. 	
  There	
  
was	
  a lways	
  an	
  answer, 	
   thought	
  Str ipe. 	
  Always	
  some	
  c lever 	
  way	
  to	
  get 	
  
out 	
  of 	
   things. 	
  That’s 	
  how	
   it 	
  worked, 	
  r ight?	
  He	
  always	
   found	
  
something	
  at 	
   the	
   last 	
  minute	
  to	
  get 	
  him	
  out	
  of 	
  s i tuat ions. 	
  But 	
  this 	
  
t ime	
  he	
  had	
  nothing. 	
   	
  

“Make	
  me	
  a	
  plane,” 	
  cr ied	
  the	
  Map. 	
  
“ I 	
  d idn’t 	
   real ly 	
  mean	
  that , 	
  Map. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   just 	
  a 	
   joke.” 	
  
	
  “ I t 	
  could	
  save	
  you	
  Str ipe. 	
  After 	
  an	
  adventure	
  with	
  an	
  old	
  quester 	
  

of 	
  mine, 	
   I 	
  wrote	
  a 	
  poem	
  about	
  her. 	
   I t ’s 	
  very	
  sent imental . 	
   I ’ l l 	
   turn	
  
into	
   i t 	
  and	
  then	
  you	
  throw	
  me.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  stepped	
  back	
  from	
  the	
  Mantis 	
  and	
  began	
  to	
   fur iously 	
   fold	
  
the	
  Map. 	
  Al l 	
   the	
  Profane	
  Mantis ’s 	
  eyes	
   f lashed	
   into	
  blue. 	
  “Now!”	
  
yel led	
  Str ipe, 	
  hur l ing	
  the	
  paper	
  plane. 	
  Green	
  eyes	
   f lared	
   into	
   l i fe 	
   l ike	
  
a 	
  dot-­‐to-­‐dot 	
  explosion	
  as 	
  the	
  Map	
  transformed	
   into	
  a 	
   f ly ing	
  poem.	
  
The	
  Mantis ’s 	
  a l l 	
   fo l lowed	
  the	
  Map	
  as 	
   i t 	
  whizzed	
  around	
  the	
  cavern’s 	
  
cei l ing. 	
  

“Go!”	
  yel led	
  the	
  Map. 	
  
“ I ’ l l 	
  miss 	
  you	
  Map!	
   I 	
  actual ly 	
  real ly 	
  appreciate	
  you	
  and	
   I 	
  know	
  I 	
  

d idn’t 	
  show	
   it 	
  and—”	
  
“I ’m	
  not	
  actual ly 	
   this 	
  paper,” 	
  cal led	
  back	
  the	
  Map. 	
  
Oh	
  r ight , 	
   thought	
  Str ipe	
  and	
  ran	
  off 	
   feel ing	
  a 	
  blush	
  warm	
  his 	
  

cheeks. 	
  
Whi le 	
  the	
  Map’s 	
  poem	
  was	
  c lear ly 	
  enough	
  to	
  distract 	
   the	
  Profane	
  

Mantises, 	
  whatever	
   i t 	
  was	
  wasn’t 	
  enough	
  to	
  drown	
  out	
  how	
  
r idiculously 	
  sent imental 	
   the	
  s i lver 	
   leaf 	
  was. 	
  So	
  Str ipe	
  ran, 	
   for 	
  what	
  
felt 	
   l ike	
  the	
  100th 	
   t ime	
  that 	
  weekend. 	
  He	
  didn’t 	
   look	
  back, 	
  but 	
  he	
  
didn’t 	
  need	
  to	
  either 	
  – 	
  he	
  saw	
  blue	
   l ight 	
   f lash	
  against 	
   the	
  cavern	
  
wal ls 	
  as 	
  he	
  moved, 	
  eyes	
  on	
  him	
  again. 	
   	
  

The	
  scutt le 	
  of 	
  an	
   instectoid	
  stampede	
  rust led	
  behind	
  him	
   l ike	
  
hiss ing	
  ra in. 	
  The	
  Profane	
  Mantises 	
  had	
  no	
  concern	
  about	
  gravity. 	
  As 	
  
Str ipe	
  spr inted	
  through	
  the	
  cavernous	
  tunnels 	
   they	
  took	
  to	
  the	
  
earthen	
  wal ls 	
  and	
  even	
  the	
  cei l ing. 	
  A	
  r ing	
  of 	
  spiky	
   l imbs	
  and	
  
twitching	
  feelers 	
  raced	
  after 	
  him	
   l ike	
  a 	
  g iant 	
  butterf ly 	
  net. 	
  The	
  
further	
  Str ipe	
  went, 	
   the	
  smal ler 	
   the	
  tunnel 	
  grew,	
  squeezing	
  his 	
  
chasers 	
   into	
  a 	
  s i lver 	
  rocket 	
  of 	
  wi ld 	
   l igaments. 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  see	
  the	
  
pinprick	
  of 	
   l ight 	
   in 	
  the	
  distance, 	
   the	
  second	
  t ime	
  he’d	
  been	
  chased	
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out	
  of 	
  a 	
  cave	
   in 	
  one	
  day. 	
  Except, 	
   instead	
  of 	
   the	
  clear 	
   l ight 	
  of 	
  morning	
  
that 	
  had	
  welcomed	
  him	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  Happy	
  Labyrinth, 	
  now	
  the	
  red	
  glow	
  
of 	
  twi l ight 	
  beckoned. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  fel l 	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  cave	
  mouth	
  headf irst , 	
  crashing	
  hard	
   into	
  the	
  
ground, 	
  hands	
  c lasped	
  around	
  his 	
  head. 	
  The	
  Mantises 	
  charged	
  on. 	
  
Str ipe	
  scrunched	
  up	
  his 	
   face	
  preparing	
   for 	
   them	
  to	
  crash	
  over	
  him	
  
l ike	
  an	
  entomological 	
   tsunami. 	
  But 	
  the	
  col l is ion	
  never	
  came. 	
  Str ipe	
  
turned	
  tentat ively. 	
  The	
  Mantises 	
  stood	
  frozen	
  at 	
   the	
   l ip 	
  of 	
   the	
  
cavern, 	
   l ike	
  pantomime	
  pr isoners 	
  caught	
   in 	
  a 	
  searchl ight. 	
  Str ipe	
  
looked	
  behind	
  him	
  but	
  there	
  was	
  no	
   impending	
  threat. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
their 	
  cords	
  had	
  run	
  taught	
  and	
  popped	
  out . 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
   looked	
  down	
  and	
  saw	
  the	
   l ine	
  of 	
  shade	
  marking	
  the	
  cave’s 	
  
darkness 	
  and	
  the	
  day’s 	
   fading	
   l ight. 	
  His 	
   immediate	
  guess 	
  was	
  that 	
  
they	
  couldn’t 	
  enter 	
  the	
  sunshine, 	
  which	
  a lso	
  explained	
  why	
  they	
  
l ived	
   in 	
  a 	
  cave. 	
  He	
  then	
  turned	
  and	
   looked	
  at 	
   the	
  sky. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  growing	
  
steadi ly 	
  dimmer. 	
   	
  

The	
  Mantises 	
  would	
  be	
  free	
  to	
   f ind	
  him	
   in	
  the	
  night. 	
  Str ipe	
  
shuddered	
  at 	
   the	
  thought, 	
  p icked	
  himself 	
  up	
  and	
  hurr ied	
  away	
  from	
  
their 	
  watching	
  eyes. 	
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12. 	
  
	
  

THE	
  ENDLESS	
  RIVER	
  
	
  

The	
  cave	
   led	
  out 	
  onto	
  a 	
  thin	
  beach. 	
  A	
   large	
  body	
  of 	
  water 	
   lapped	
  
calmly	
  against 	
   the	
  cold	
  sand. 	
  Str ipe	
  continued	
  along	
  the	
  coast l ine, 	
  
the	
  Map	
  no	
   longer	
  with	
  him	
  to	
  g ive	
  advice	
  or 	
  even	
   just 	
   to	
   f i l l 	
   the	
  
s i lence. 	
  The	
  beach	
  was	
   long	
  and	
  narrow	
  with	
  no	
  s ign	
  of 	
  changing. 	
  
Step	
  after 	
  step, 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  shuff led	
  through	
  the	
  endless 	
  hospita l -­‐white	
  
grains 	
  of 	
  sands. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  the	
  most 	
  sol i tary 	
  his 	
   journey	
  had	
  been, 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  a 	
  
radio	
  had	
  been	
  playing	
  music 	
   in 	
  the	
  background	
  the	
  whole	
  t ime	
  and	
  
only 	
  by	
   i t 	
  being	
  turned	
  off 	
  had	
  Str ipe	
  noticed	
  that 	
   i t 	
  was	
  gone. 	
  Even	
  
when	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  set 	
  out 	
  a lone	
  his 	
  head	
  was	
  st i l l 	
   loud	
  with	
  nervous	
  
energy	
  and	
  crashing	
  thoughts. 	
  Now	
  everything	
  was	
  st i l l . 	
  A 	
  sharp	
  
breeze	
  rust led	
  Str ipe’s 	
  hair 	
  and	
  c lothes. 	
  Maybe	
   i t 	
  was	
  the	
  sett ing	
  
sun, 	
  or 	
   the	
  calm	
  expanse	
  of 	
   the	
  water, 	
  or 	
   the	
   lonel iness 	
  of 	
   the	
  beach	
  
but 	
  Str ipe	
  began	
  to	
   feel 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  he	
  had	
  entered	
  a	
  new	
  world	
   further	
  
away	
  and	
  even	
  more	
  cut 	
  off 	
   f rom	
  everything. 	
  As 	
  Str ipe	
  walked	
  down	
  
the	
  coast 	
   i t 	
  became	
  c lear 	
  to	
  him	
  that 	
  there	
  were	
  no	
  distract ions. 	
  No	
  
colourful 	
  creatures	
  or 	
  unusual 	
  p ieces	
  of 	
  geography. 	
  No	
  cheery	
  
commentary	
   from	
  the	
  Map. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   just 	
  Str ipe, 	
   the	
  beach, 	
   the	
  sea	
  and	
  
the	
  horizon. 	
  Str ipe	
  walked	
  on, 	
  h is 	
   footsteps	
   l ike	
  droplets 	
  against 	
   the	
  
s i lence. 	
  He	
  had	
  felt 	
  a lone	
  before	
  but 	
  this 	
  was	
  di f ferent. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  as 	
   i f 	
  
the	
   landscape	
  was	
  radiat ing	
  sol i tude, 	
   l ike	
   i t 	
  had	
  a	
  melancholy 	
  buried	
  
within	
   i t . 	
   	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  fol lowed	
  the	
  beach, 	
   the	
  sound	
  of 	
   the	
  solemn	
   lapping	
  of 	
   the	
  
waves	
  matching	
  the	
  pulse	
  of 	
  h is 	
  heart . 	
  He	
   looked	
  back	
  at 	
   the	
  beach	
  
receding	
  away	
  from	
  him. 	
  A	
   low	
  wave	
  crashed	
   into	
  his 	
  tra i l ing	
  
footprints 	
  and	
  stole	
  them	
  away	
   into	
  the	
  ocean. 	
   	
  

Just 	
   the	
  disappearance	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   footsteps	
  made	
  him	
  feel 	
   l ike	
  he	
  
had	
   lost 	
  some	
  non-­‐existent 	
  companionship. 	
  No	
  matter 	
  how	
  deeply	
  he	
  
pressed	
  or 	
  hard	
  he	
  walked, 	
   the	
  sea	
  would	
  take	
  away	
  his 	
   footprints . 	
  A	
  
sad	
  thought	
  swel led	
  up	
   in 	
  his 	
  h is 	
  mind. 	
  Did	
  Dusk	
  have	
  any	
  footpr ints 	
  
left? 	
  Somewhere	
  out 	
  there, 	
  preserved	
   in 	
  mud	
  and	
  shaded	
  by	
  ferns	
   in 	
  
a 	
   forest , 	
  or 	
  coated	
   in 	
  dust 	
  rest ing	
   in 	
  a 	
  garden	
  shed. 	
  Str ipe	
  thought	
  of 	
  
the	
  footpr ints 	
  as 	
   i f 	
   they	
  were	
   l i t t le 	
  creatures, 	
   lonely 	
  and	
  afraid; 	
  
dreams	
   left 	
  behind	
  by	
  someone	
  no	
   longer	
  as leep. 	
  He	
  thought	
  about	
  
the	
  bi l l ions	
  and	
  bi l l ions	
  of 	
   footpr ints 	
  that 	
  had	
  existed	
  and	
  how	
  they	
  
would	
  a l l 	
  d isappear. 	
  Every	
  s ingle	
  person	
  he	
  had	
  ever	
  met	
  or 	
   loved. 	
  
Str ipe	
  suddenly	
  missed	
  everyone	
  he	
  knew	
  desperately. 	
  He	
  had	
  missed	
  
Dusk	
  as 	
  soon	
  as 	
  he	
  knew	
  he	
  was	
  dead, 	
  but 	
  now	
  he	
  real ised	
  the	
  pain	
  
of 	
  Dusk’s 	
  death	
  had	
  wordless ly 	
  crept 	
   into	
  everything	
  else. 	
  A	
  death	
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doesn’t 	
  only 	
  take, 	
   i t 	
  a lso	
  g ives; 	
   i t 	
   reminds	
  those	
   left 	
  behind	
  that 	
  they	
  
are	
  headed	
   i ts 	
  way	
  too. 	
  These	
  were	
  the	
  thoughts 	
  that 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  
been	
  hiding	
  from,	
  and	
  here	
  on	
  the	
  beach	
  they	
  were	
   la id	
  out 	
  and	
  
ampl i f ied	
  with	
  no	
  obstruct ion. 	
  

L ike	
  a 	
  blank	
  page, 	
   the	
  void	
  of 	
   the	
  beach	
  teased	
  Str ipe	
  and	
  made	
  
him	
  want	
  to	
   f i l l 	
   i t 	
  with	
  some	
  retort . 	
  He	
  thought	
  about	
  how	
  every	
   l i fe 	
  
was	
  a 	
   footpr int 	
  and	
  every	
  generat ion	
  was	
   just 	
  a 	
  new	
  step. 	
  He	
  
pictured	
  the	
   lonely 	
  beach	
  coming	
  to	
   l i fe 	
  with	
  every	
   footprint 	
   that 	
  
had	
  ever 	
  pressed	
   into	
   i t , 	
   l ike	
   i t 	
  was	
  a 	
  mind	
  playing	
  every	
  memory	
   i t 	
  
had	
  ever	
  had	
  at 	
  once	
  and	
  how	
  even	
  though	
  he	
  was	
  so	
  c lose	
  to	
  them	
  
in	
  a 	
  way, 	
   they	
  were	
  also	
  as 	
   far 	
   from	
  him	
  as	
  any	
  star . 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  h is 	
  
ideas	
  g iv ing	
  him	
  a	
  sense	
  of 	
  company	
  and	
  courage. 	
  

That’s 	
  what	
  death	
   is 	
   real ly , 	
  he	
  thought. 	
   I t ’s 	
  something	
  that 	
  you	
  
used	
  to	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  touch	
   leaving	
  your 	
  reach	
  forever, 	
  and	
  your	
  hand	
  
can	
  remember	
  what	
   i t 	
  misses 	
  and	
  you	
  can	
   imagine	
  what	
   is 	
  gone	
  
f i l l ing	
  your	
  palm	
  but 	
  you	
   just 	
  have	
  to	
  accept 	
  that 	
  the	
  c losest 	
  that 	
  
that 	
  something	
  can	
  ever 	
  be	
  to	
  you	
   is 	
  no	
   longer 	
  outs ide	
  of 	
  you	
  but 	
  
within	
  you. 	
   	
  

Str ipe’s 	
  real isat ion	
  coincided	
  with	
  the	
  abrupt	
  end	
  to	
  his 	
   lonely 	
  
journey. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  the	
  v iew	
  to	
  end	
  al l 	
  v iews. 	
  The	
  sand	
  gave	
  way	
  to	
  a 	
  
g iant 	
  sharp	
  plateau	
  that 	
  seemed	
  to	
   jut 	
  out 	
   into	
  the	
  c lear 	
  a ir 	
  beyond. 	
  
The	
  sea	
  fol lowed	
  the	
   land’s 	
  edge	
  and	
  melted	
   into	
  a 	
  shimmering	
  
stream	
  that 	
   f lowed	
  through	
  the	
  plateau, 	
   forming	
  a 	
  smal l 	
   lake	
  at 	
   i ts 	
  
edge	
  before	
  spi l l ing	
  out 	
   into	
  an	
  untethered	
  r iver 	
  that 	
  wound	
   i ts 	
  way	
  
out 	
   into	
  the	
  horizon	
  and	
  across 	
  the	
  sky	
  as 	
   far 	
  as 	
  the	
  eye	
  could	
  see. 	
  
The	
  plateau	
  blurred	
   into	
  a 	
  transparent	
  pinkish	
  hue, 	
  a 	
  crystal 	
   rock	
  
pool 	
  point ing	
  to	
  the	
  edge	
  of 	
   the	
  world. 	
  Br i l l iant 	
  plants 	
  and	
  trees	
  
stood	
  suspended	
   in 	
  the	
  ground. 	
  Their 	
   root 	
  networks	
  v is ib le 	
  through	
  
the	
  c lear 	
  terrain, 	
  p lunging	
  down	
  wi ldly 	
   into	
  the	
  ground	
   l ike	
   frozen	
  
l ightning	
  storms	
  erupting	
   from	
  leafy	
  c louds. 	
  

Str ipe	
  gasped	
  as 	
  he	
  noticed	
  herds	
  of 	
  what	
  could	
  only 	
  have	
  been	
  
the	
   Inverted	
  Giraffes 	
  that 	
  his 	
  Grandfather	
  had	
  told	
  him	
  about. 	
  Each	
  
one	
  a	
   large	
  powerful 	
  body	
  without	
  a 	
  neck	
  walking	
  across 	
  the	
  g lassy	
  
savannah. 	
  The	
  bodies 	
  were	
  a 	
  br ight 	
  network	
  of 	
  veins 	
  and	
   l ight 	
  
f lashing	
   ins ide	
  a 	
   fa int 	
  biological 	
   frame. 	
   In 	
  their 	
  centre, 	
  a 	
  deep	
  
pulsat ing	
  g low	
  throbbed	
   l ike	
  some	
  fusion	
   in 	
  the	
  core	
  of 	
  a 	
  reactor. 	
  
Under	
  their 	
   feet, 	
   l ike	
  anchors 	
  below	
  ships, 	
   twin	
  pulsat ing	
   l ights 	
  
g l ided	
  along	
  underground	
  ploughing	
  through	
  roots. 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  walked	
  across 	
  the	
  strange	
  and	
  beauti ful 	
  ecosystem	
  clutching	
  
Dusk’s 	
   leaf 	
   t ight ly . 	
   	
  A	
  weasel ly 	
  creature	
  with	
  a 	
  marl in 	
   f in 	
  and	
  banded	
  
tai l 	
  bounded	
  past 	
  Str ipe	
  seemingly 	
  weaving	
   in 	
  and	
  out	
  of 	
   the	
  ground	
  
l ike	
  a 	
  ghost 	
  dolphin. 	
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Str ipe	
  made	
  his 	
  way	
  toward	
  the	
  water’s 	
  shore, 	
  where	
  a 	
   lonely 	
  boat 	
  
was	
  tethered. 	
  As	
  Str ipe	
  neared	
   i t , 	
  a 	
   ta l l 	
   robed	
  f inger	
  rose	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  
water. 	
  Under	
  the	
  robe	
  was	
  an	
   intr icate	
  body	
  that 	
   looked	
   l ike	
  a 	
  
skeletal 	
   totem	
  pol l 	
  carved	
  with	
   inhuman	
  ski l l . 	
   	
  

“ I 	
  am	
  the	
  keeper	
  of 	
   the	
  boat, 	
   the	
  guardian	
  of 	
   inf in ity’s 	
  moat, 	
   I 	
  am	
  
the	
  r iddler , 	
   the	
  tester, 	
   the	
  gate, 	
  only 	
   I 	
  can	
  al low	
  passing	
  this 	
  
boundary	
  to	
  be	
  your	
   fate.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  was	
  about	
  to	
  ask	
  the	
  tal l 	
   f igure	
   i f 	
  he	
  was	
  part 	
  of 	
  GROPE, 	
  but 	
  
there	
  was	
  something	
  ancient 	
  and	
  dignif ied	
  about	
  him	
  that 	
  persuaded	
  
Str ipe	
  that 	
  he	
  was	
  the	
  real 	
  deal . 	
   	
  

“What	
  must 	
   I 	
  do	
  to	
  pass?”	
  asked	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“A	
  r iddle,” 	
  boomed	
  the	
  guardian. 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  did	
  his 	
  best 	
  not 	
  to	
   look	
  bemused. 	
   	
  
“Again?	
  Wel l , 	
   I 	
  am	
  ready,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  
“What	
   is 	
   the	
  meaning	
  of 	
   l i fe?”	
  asked	
  the	
  guardian. 	
  The	
  quest ion	
  

took	
  Str ipe	
  off 	
  guard. 	
  He	
  was	
  expect ing	
  a 	
   jo l ly 	
   l i t t le 	
  rhyme, 	
  and	
  
maybe	
  something	
  to	
  do	
  with	
  an	
  egg	
  or 	
  t ime.	
  

“ Is 	
   that 	
  even	
  a	
  r iddle?	
   I t 	
  sounds	
  more	
   l ike	
  an	
  existent ia l 	
  
quest ion?”	
  probed	
  Str ipe, 	
  proud	
  that 	
  the	
  word	
   ‘existent ia l ’ 	
  was	
   in 	
  his 	
  
vocabulary. 	
  The	
  Guardian	
  stood	
  st i l l 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  statue. 	
  Only 	
   i ts 	
   robe	
  
moved	
   in 	
  the	
  f i rst 	
  winds	
   from	
  the	
  new	
  and	
  approaching	
  night. 	
   	
  

“Right.” 	
   	
  
Str ipe	
  sat 	
  down. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  good	
  quest ion, 	
  but 	
   i t 	
  wasn’t 	
  exact ly 	
  an	
  

easy	
  one. 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  asked	
   i t 	
  h imself . 	
   I t 	
  had	
  spawned	
  countless 	
  
books	
  and	
  even	
  rel ig ions	
  and	
  nobody	
  had	
  seemed	
  to	
  have	
  quite	
  
f igured	
   i t 	
  out 	
  yet , 	
  had	
  they?	
  Str ipe	
  didn’t 	
   feel 	
   too	
  conf ident 	
   in 	
  
solv ing	
  the	
  problem	
  off 	
   the	
  cuff 	
   in 	
  order 	
  to	
  get 	
  access 	
  to	
  a 	
  boat. 	
   I t 	
  
fe lt 	
  a 	
  bit 	
  d isproport ionate. 	
  He	
  considered	
  giv ing	
  the	
  dict ionary	
  
def init ion	
  for 	
   l i fe 	
  but 	
  didn’t 	
   think	
   i t 	
  would	
  go	
  down	
  wel l . 	
   	
  

Str ipe	
  f ingered	
  the	
  ashy	
   leaf 	
  and	
  his 	
   thoughts 	
  went	
  back	
  to	
  his 	
  
grandfather. 	
  He	
  remembered	
  the	
  night 	
  he’d	
  asked	
  Dusk	
  the	
  exact 	
  
same	
  quest ion. 	
  Dusk	
  had	
  s imply	
  gone	
  on	
  about	
  a l l 	
  of 	
   the	
  creatures	
  
and	
  how	
  great 	
  they	
  were. 	
   	
  

The	
   Inverted	
  Giraffe	
  and	
  Lurzwurgles 	
  and	
  Wurzlurgles. 	
  That 	
  wasn’t 	
  
the	
  answer. 	
  Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
   just 	
  say	
  there	
  are	
   lots 	
  of 	
  excit ing	
  
animals . 	
  That’s 	
  what	
   i t ’s 	
  about. 	
  Str ipe	
   looked	
  out 	
  at 	
   the	
  transparent	
  
lake. 	
  At 	
   i t ’s 	
  edge	
  there	
  was	
  no	
  earthly 	
  boundary	
  between	
  the	
  water 	
  
and	
  the	
  air . 	
  The	
   lake	
  s imply	
  ended	
  and	
  the	
  sky	
  began. 	
   	
  

A	
  creature	
   l ike	
  an	
  octopus	
   launched	
   i tsel f 	
  out 	
   into	
  the	
  sky	
  and	
  
crashed	
  mouth	
  f i rst 	
   into	
  a 	
  bird. 	
   I t 	
  quickly 	
  outstretched	
  al l 	
  of 	
   i ts 	
  
tentacles 	
  and	
  began	
  to	
  spin	
  madly	
   l ike	
  a 	
  rubbery	
  hel icopter 	
  propel ler 	
  
hovering	
  back	
   into	
  the	
   lake	
  with	
   i ts 	
  d inner. 	
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Inspirat ion	
  hit 	
  Str ipe. 	
  What	
  was	
  the	
  meaning	
  of 	
   l i fe 	
  to	
  that 	
  
octopus?	
  To	
  spin	
  madly, 	
  whether	
   in 	
  sea	
  or 	
  sky	
  and	
  col l ide	
   into	
  your	
  
lunch. 	
  What	
  was	
  the	
  meaning	
  of 	
   l i fe 	
   for 	
   the	
  Profane	
  Mantises?	
  To	
  
use	
  your	
  g lowing	
  eyes	
  to	
  col lect 	
   things	
  you	
  considered	
  valuable?	
  For 	
  
the	
  warr iors 	
  c lashing	
   in 	
  the	
  F ield	
  of 	
  Towers?	
  Get	
  the	
  sword. 	
  Die	
  
try ing. 	
  Have	
  tea	
   in-­‐between. 	
  For 	
  the	
  Happy	
  Labyrinth	
  denizens	
  –	
  
l iberty, 	
  or 	
  something	
   l ike	
   i t . 	
   	
  

And	
  then	
  there	
  was	
  Velgon	
  the	
  Vulture	
  and	
  the	
  Arrow	
  Vultures	
  as 	
  a 	
  
species. 	
  Prey	
  off 	
   the	
   lost 	
  and	
   i f 	
   they’re	
  not 	
   lost 	
  make	
  them.	
  There	
  
was	
  Book-­‐Lung, 	
   feast ing	
  upon	
  the	
   ideas	
  and	
  dreams	
  of 	
  others. 	
  There	
  
was	
  spl iX 	
  who	
  despite	
  being	
  completely 	
   inapt 	
   for 	
   land	
  travel , 	
  wanted	
  
i t 	
  more	
  than	
  anything	
  else. 	
   Ignore	
  your	
  g i l l s , 	
   run	
  with	
  the	
  sheep. 	
  
There	
  was	
  Gubblegirth	
  and	
  the	
  GROPE	
  academy. 	
  Use	
  cert i f icates	
  and	
  
dirty 	
  tact ics 	
   to	
  stop	
  people	
   from	
  going	
  where	
  they	
  want	
  to	
  go	
  
because	
   i t 	
  makes	
  you	
  feel 	
   important. 	
   	
  

And	
  then	
  there	
  was	
  home	
  and	
  al l 	
   the	
  meanings	
  there	
  across 	
  the	
  
Furry	
  Sea. 	
  Thousands	
  of 	
  meanings	
  a l l 	
  weaved	
  together	
   l ike	
  a 	
  wool len	
  
jersey	
  that 	
  wrapped	
  around	
  whoever	
  wore	
   i t . 	
  Love	
  your	
   family 	
  and	
  
occasional ly 	
  c l imb	
  mountains. 	
  Survive	
  school 	
  so	
  you	
  can	
  r ide	
  an	
  
electr ic 	
  b icycle	
  whi le 	
  the	
  sky	
   is 	
  st i l l 	
  b lue. 	
  Make	
  your	
   fr iends	
   laugh, 	
  
your	
  parents 	
  smi le 	
  and	
  throw	
  things	
  at 	
  your	
  s ib l ing	
  when	
  nobody	
  else	
  
is 	
  around. 	
  Smi le 	
  at 	
   the	
  stars 	
  and	
   love	
  creatures	
  other	
  people	
  don’t 	
  
even	
  know	
  about. 	
  

What	
  was	
   i t 	
   for 	
  Str ipe?	
  What	
  was	
   i t 	
   r ight 	
  now?	
  Take	
  a	
  boat 	
  to	
  the	
  
sky	
  and	
  scatter 	
  your	
  grandfather’s 	
  ashes	
  because	
  he	
   l iked	
  this 	
  p lace. 	
  

Str ipe	
  returned	
  to	
  Dusk’s 	
  answers	
  a l l 	
   those	
  years 	
  ago. 	
  About	
  a l l 	
  
the	
  animals 	
  and	
  al l 	
   their 	
  ways	
  of 	
   l iv ing. 	
   	
  

“ I 	
  have	
  an	
  answer.” 	
   	
  
The	
  guardian	
  didn’t 	
  break	
   i ts 	
  stare. 	
  
“ I f 	
   l i fe 	
   is 	
  a 	
  quest ion	
  then	
  every	
   l iv ing	
  thing	
   is 	
  an	
  answer. 	
  Whether	
  

i t ’s 	
   to	
  col lect 	
  pol len	
  and	
  make	
  honey; 	
  howl 	
  at 	
   the	
  moon	
  and	
  k i l l 	
  
deer; 	
   jump	
  off 	
  an	
   impossibly 	
  ta l l 	
  height, 	
  shatter 	
  your	
  bones	
  and	
  
become	
  a	
   f ish; 	
  d ie 	
  and	
  spit 	
  out 	
  a 	
  weasel 	
  sugar 	
  g l ider; 	
  be	
  a 	
  star 	
   that 	
  
hunts 	
   in 	
  the	
  depths	
  of 	
   the	
  night. 	
  We	
  are	
  the	
  answers. 	
  You	
  are	
  an	
  
answer	
  and	
   I 	
  am	
  an	
  answer	
  and	
  everything	
   in 	
  existence	
   is 	
   the	
  
blueprint 	
  of 	
  an	
  answer.” 	
  

The	
  guardian	
  nodded	
  and	
  walked	
  back	
   into	
  the	
  water. 	
  The	
  boat’s 	
  
tether 	
  unt ied	
   i tsel f 	
  and	
  s l id 	
   into	
   i ts 	
  hul l . 	
   	
  

	
  
Ï 
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There	
  was	
  something	
  disconcert ing	
  about	
  how	
  the	
  water 	
   f lowed	
  
into	
  the	
  sky. 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  terr i f ied	
  that 	
  he	
  might 	
  paddle	
  off 	
   the	
  r iver 	
  
and	
  tumble	
   into	
  space. 	
  The	
  boat 	
  was	
  a 	
  hol lowed	
  out 	
  canoe	
  with	
  no	
  
seat ing	
   ins ide, 	
  which	
  made	
  Str ipe	
  feel 	
  part icular ly 	
  unstable. 	
  The	
  
water 	
  began	
  to	
  condense	
  and	
  speed	
  up	
  as 	
  the	
   lake	
  fed	
   into	
  the	
  thin	
  
band	
  of 	
  water 	
  that 	
  stretched	
  ever 	
  onward. 	
  Eventual ly 	
   i t 	
  was	
   l ike	
  he	
  
was	
  r id ing	
  on	
  a	
  thin	
  watery	
  road	
  winding	
  out 	
   into	
  the	
  horizon. 	
  Str ipe	
  
paddled	
  out 	
   into	
  the	
  twi l ight , 	
   toward	
  the	
  sett ing	
  sun. 	
   	
  

The	
  current 	
  pushed	
  Str ipe	
  a long	
  and	
  the	
  air 	
  grew	
  thinner	
  and	
  
sharper. 	
   Ic ic les 	
  began	
  to	
  grow	
  along	
  the	
  boat ’s 	
  bow.	
  Str ipe	
  stopped, 	
  
the	
  r iver 	
  had	
  begun	
  to	
  grow	
  peri lously 	
  thin. 	
  He	
   looked	
  out	
  as 	
  the	
  
stream	
  stretched	
  on	
   into	
  the	
  darkness	
  of 	
  space	
  amongst 	
  the	
  stars , 	
  
d issolv ing	
   into	
  a 	
  thin	
  mi lky	
  whip	
  that 	
  wound	
  onward	
  without	
  any	
  
perceivable	
  end. 	
  The	
  world	
  was	
  absolutely 	
  st i l l . 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   f ingers 	
  
c lasped	
  the	
   leaf 	
  around	
  his 	
  neck. 	
  He	
  felt 	
   i ts 	
  coolness 	
  rest ing	
   in 	
  his 	
  
palm. 	
  He	
  thought	
  of 	
  Dusk	
  and	
  his 	
  smi le 	
  and	
  his 	
  stor ies. 	
  Str ipe	
  held	
  
onto	
  everything	
  he	
  knew	
  about	
  Dusk	
  and	
  everything	
  he	
  didn’t 	
  know	
  
about	
  Dusk	
  and	
  felt 	
  at 	
  peace	
  with	
  both	
  of 	
   them.	
   	
  

To	
  have	
  known	
  Dusk	
  was	
  enough, 	
   to	
  have	
   loved	
  him	
  was	
  enough. 	
  
Dusk	
  has	
  no	
   longer	
  out 	
  there	
   in 	
  the	
  world, 	
  he	
  existed	
  within	
  Str ipe	
  
and	
  his 	
   fami ly 	
  and	
  everyone	
  who	
  remembered	
  him.	
  Str ipe	
  pul led	
  the	
  
leaf ’s 	
  chain	
  over 	
  his 	
  head	
  and	
  stretched	
  out	
  his 	
  hand. 	
  He	
  uncurled	
  
his 	
  palm	
  f lat ly 	
  with	
  the	
   leaf 	
  rest ing	
  on	
   i t . 	
   	
  

A 	
  t i l t 	
  of 	
  h is 	
  hand	
  and	
  the	
  ash	
   leaf 	
  s l id 	
  off 	
   into	
  the	
  Endless 	
  River. 	
  As 	
  
soon	
  as 	
   i t 	
  h it 	
   the	
  water 	
   i t 	
  d issolved	
   into	
  the	
  frothy	
  white	
  stream	
  and	
  
raced	
  down	
  the	
  r iver 	
  blaz ing	
  off 	
  across 	
  the	
  stars. 	
   	
  

“Goodbye,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  and	
  took	
  a 	
  moment	
  to	
  take	
   in 	
  a l l 	
  of 	
   the	
  
stars 	
  and	
  the	
  space	
  r iver 	
  weaving	
  amongst 	
  them.	
  He	
  had	
  done	
   i t . 	
  H is 	
  
quest 	
  was	
  complete. 	
  

	
  
Ï 

	
  
Str ipe	
  sat 	
   in 	
  his 	
  canoe	
  appreciat ing	
  the	
  endless 	
  r iver, 	
  h is 	
  breath	
  

puff ing	
  cool 	
  c louds	
  out 	
   into	
  the	
  darkness. 	
  When	
  cold	
  began	
  to	
  
overtake	
  his 	
   fu l f i lment	
  he	
  started	
  to	
  s lowly	
  turn	
  around. 	
  Str ipe	
  
paddled	
  s lowly	
  weary	
  of 	
   the	
   immense	
  abyss 	
  surrounding	
  him. 	
  Vert igo	
  
f izz led	
   in 	
  his 	
  stomach	
  and	
  ratt led	
  his 	
  knuckles. 	
  Suddenly	
  a 	
   f lash	
  
caught	
  his 	
  eye. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  c luster 	
  of 	
  br ight 	
   l ights 	
  and	
  they	
  were	
  moving	
  
toward	
  him. 	
  Oh	
  no , 	
   thought	
  Str ipe . 	
   I ’m	
  too	
  t i red	
  for 	
   this . 	
  Not	
  now.	
  Of 	
  
al l 	
   the	
  t imes	
  not 	
  now. 	
  But 	
   l ike	
   i t 	
  or 	
  not, 	
   the	
  Hunting	
  Star 	
  was	
  moving	
  
towards	
  him. 	
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  Str ipe	
  began	
  to	
  hurr iedly 	
  spin	
  the	
  boat 	
  around	
  and	
   in 	
  his 	
  haste	
  he	
  
fel l 	
  out. 	
  He	
  felt 	
   the	
  cold	
  current 	
  part 	
  against 	
  h is 	
  weight 	
  and	
  then	
  a	
  
s ickening	
  sensat ion	
  as 	
  his 	
   legs 	
  broke	
  through	
  the	
  r iver 	
   into	
  space. 	
  He	
  
desperately 	
  tr ied	
  to	
  k ick	
  but 	
  there	
  was	
  a 	
  terr i fy ing	
  sensat ion	
  of 	
   there	
  
being	
  nothing	
  to	
  k ick	
  against . 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
   the	
  emptiness 	
  moving	
  up	
  
along	
  his 	
  spine	
  as 	
  he	
  sank. 	
  He	
  c lawed	
  at 	
   the	
  water 	
  but 	
   fe lt 	
   less 	
  and	
  
less 	
  of 	
   i t 	
  brush	
  past 	
  his 	
  hands	
  unti l 	
  he	
  was	
   free	
  and	
  fa l l ing. 	
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13. 	
  
	
  

	
  HIDDEN	
  THINGS	
  
	
  

Str ipe’s 	
   fa l l 	
  was	
  broken	
  by	
  a 	
  br i l l iant 	
  sensat ion	
  of 	
  weight lessness 	
  and	
  
bl inding	
   l ight. 	
  His 	
  world	
  went	
   instant ly 	
   from	
  cold	
  to	
  warm.	
  He	
  felt 	
  
l ike	
  he	
  was	
  a 	
   letter 	
  being	
  del ivered	
   in 	
  a 	
  shooting	
  star . 	
  The	
   l ight 	
  
parted	
  and	
  he	
  was	
  at 	
   the	
  s ide	
  of 	
   the	
   lake. 	
  S lowly	
  the	
  glow	
  that 	
  had	
  
carr ied	
  Str ike	
  moved	
   into	
  a 	
   f igure. 	
   I t 	
  was	
   l ike	
  the	
  opposite	
  of 	
  a 	
  
leopard, 	
  an	
   invers ion	
  of 	
  a 	
   leopard…	
  As	
  the	
  creature’s 	
  would	
  be	
  dark	
  
spots 	
  and	
  features 	
  were	
  made	
  of 	
  star l ight 	
  the	
  rest 	
  of 	
   i t 	
  was	
  a 	
  ghost 	
  
that 	
   l ived	
   in-­‐between	
  the	
  constel lat ions. 	
  The	
  f igure	
  was	
  almost 	
  
invis ib le 	
  but 	
  there	
  was	
  a 	
   fa int 	
  second-­‐handness	
  about	
  the	
  a ir 	
   i t 	
  
occupied. 	
  L ike	
  the	
  blurry	
  gaps	
  of 	
  space	
  that 	
  bend	
  around	
  f lames. 	
  The	
  
f igure	
  stood	
  on	
  the	
   lake’s 	
  surface, 	
   i t ’s 	
   ref lect ion	
  a 	
  radiant 	
  shadow	
  
that 	
  mirrored	
   i ts 	
   form	
   in	
  pools 	
  of 	
   l ight. 	
   	
  

“ I 	
  would	
  compl iment	
  you	
  on	
  your	
  evasiveness	
   i f 	
   I 	
   thought	
  you	
  had	
  
any	
  mastery	
  over 	
   i t 	
  whatsoever,” 	
  crooned	
  the	
  voice	
  from	
  the	
  f igure. 	
  
“You’ve	
  g iven	
  me	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  worst 	
  headaches	
   I ’ve	
  ever 	
  had	
  and	
   I 	
  
don’t 	
  even	
  have	
  a 	
  head.” 	
  Str ipe	
  opened	
  his 	
  mouth	
  found	
  that 	
  a l l 	
  h is 	
  
words	
  were	
  cowering	
  amongst 	
  his 	
   teeth	
  and	
  shut 	
   i t . 	
  The	
  f igure’s 	
  
g lowing	
  eyes	
  g l inted. 	
   	
  

“So,” 	
  ventured	
  Str ipe	
  “what	
  am	
  I 	
  miss ing	
  here?	
  And	
  who	
  are	
  you?	
  
Sorry	
   I 	
  have	
  to	
  ask.” 	
  Asking	
  something	
  as 	
  majest ic 	
  and	
  powerful 	
  as 	
  
the	
  star 	
  creature	
  what	
   i t 	
  was	
   fe lt 	
   rude, 	
  but 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  been	
  through	
  
enough	
  not	
  to	
  worry	
  about	
  anything	
   l ike	
  manners. 	
   	
  

“ I 	
  am	
  what	
   is 	
  known	
  as 	
  a 	
  Constel lat ion	
  Leopard, 	
  and	
   I 	
  don’t 	
  have	
  a	
  
name	
  boy. 	
  Or	
  age, 	
  or 	
  gender	
   i f 	
  you	
   intend	
  to	
  ask	
   l ike	
  most 	
  do. 	
  F inite	
  
beings, 	
  you	
  always	
   l ike	
   labels . 	
   I 	
   suppose	
   i t 	
  comes	
  from	
  your	
   f ixed	
  
forms. 	
   I 	
  knew	
  your	
  Grandfather; 	
   I ’d 	
  a lmost 	
  cal l 	
  h im	
  a	
   fr iend	
   i f 	
   I 	
  were	
  
capable	
  of 	
  having	
  fr iends. 	
  He	
  asked	
  me	
  to	
  help	
  supervise	
  you	
  during	
  
your	
   journey	
  but 	
  you	
  did	
  a 	
   fantast ic 	
   job	
  of 	
  going	
  off 	
  course	
  and	
  
running	
  away	
  once	
  that 	
  stupid	
   l i t t le 	
  gobl iN	
  got 	
   i t 	
   into	
  your	
  head	
  that 	
  
I 	
  was	
  a 	
  threat. 	
   I 	
  d id	
  manage	
  to	
  stop	
  you	
  from	
  dying	
  when	
  you	
  were	
  
tumbl ing	
  down	
  that 	
  s lope	
  though.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  remembered	
  being	
  at 	
   the	
  edge	
  of 	
   the	
  desert 	
  and	
  wondering	
  
how	
  he’d	
  survived	
  such	
  a	
   fa l l . 	
   I t 	
   looked	
   l ike	
  today	
  was	
  the	
  second	
  
t ime	
  the	
  Constel lat ion	
  Leopard	
  had	
  saved	
  him.	
  

The	
  Constel lat ion	
  Leopard	
  paused	
  and	
  watched	
  the	
  boat 	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  
fa l len	
  out 	
  of 	
  r ide	
  by	
   i tsel f 	
   to	
  the	
  shore	
  and	
  shift 	
   into	
  the	
  exact 	
  
posit ion	
  Str ipe	
  had	
  found	
   i t . 	
  The	
  great 	
  celest ia l 	
  cat 	
  nodded	
  
approvingly. 	
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“The	
  others 	
  have	
  been	
  dumbstruck	
  and	
  panicked	
  try ing	
  to	
   f ind	
  
you. 	
  Wel l , 	
  more	
  dumbstruck	
  and	
  panicked	
  than	
  they	
  usual ly 	
  are.” 	
  

“ I 	
  heard	
  that!” 	
  came	
  an	
  out 	
  of 	
  breathe	
  voice	
  that 	
  was	
  soon	
  
fol lowed	
  by	
  the	
  famil iar 	
   face	
  of 	
  Rastadum.	
  He	
  wasn’t 	
  wearing	
  a 	
  
yel low	
  outf i t 	
   this 	
   t ime. 	
  Ragl i , 	
   the	
  other 	
  strange	
  funeral 	
  guest , 	
  
fo l lowed	
  him	
   looking	
  as 	
  threatening	
  as 	
  ever 	
  especial ly 	
  s ince	
  his 	
  
armour	
  was	
  now	
  no	
   longer	
  poorly 	
  concealed	
  under	
  a 	
  suit . 	
   	
  

“You	
  were	
  meant	
  to	
  hear 	
   i t ,” 	
   repl ied	
  the	
  Constel lat ion	
   leopard	
  
dr i ly . 	
   	
  

“Str ipe	
   I ’m	
  both	
  pleased	
  and	
  amazed	
  to	
  see	
  that 	
  you’re	
  a l ive,” 	
  said	
  
Rastadum,	
  ruff l ing	
  Str ipe’s 	
  head	
  quite	
  painful ly . 	
  “We	
  almost 	
  had	
  you	
  
when	
  you	
  fel l 	
  off 	
  course, 	
  quite	
   l i teral ly , 	
  but 	
  our 	
  cal ls 	
  appeared	
  to	
  
start le 	
  you	
  and	
  you	
  ran	
  out 	
   into	
  the	
  Desert 	
  and	
   i ts 	
  aura	
  of 	
  
misplacement	
  and	
  confusion	
   just 	
  muddled	
  everything. 	
   I ’m	
  sure	
  
you’re	
   ful l 	
  of 	
  quest ions.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  nodded. 	
  So	
  the	
  f igures	
  that 	
  had	
  dr iven	
  him	
   into	
  the	
  desert 	
  
were	
  Rastadum,	
  or 	
  some	
  of 	
  his 	
  aff i l iates . 	
  Rastadum	
  opened	
  his 	
  
mouth	
  to	
  speak, 	
   then	
  paused	
  as 	
   i f 	
  a 	
  sudden	
  real isat ion	
  had	
  struck	
  
him. 	
  

“There’s 	
  a 	
  picture	
  of 	
  a 	
  duck	
  on	
  your	
  hat.” 	
  
“ It ’s 	
  a 	
   logo,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe. 	
  
“Right. 	
  Wel l 	
   let ’s 	
  make	
  a	
   f i re 	
  and	
   I ’ l l 	
   te l l 	
  you	
  everything.” 	
  Ragl i 	
  

pushed	
  Str ipe	
  over	
  to	
  a 	
  smooth	
   log	
  and	
  forceful ly 	
  wrapped	
  him	
   into	
  a 	
  
blanket 	
  whi le 	
  Rastadum	
  began	
  to	
  prepare	
  a 	
   f i re. 	
  “Of 	
  course	
  we	
  could	
  
do	
   i t 	
  somewhere	
  else	
  but 	
   I 	
  do	
  f ind	
  this 	
  p lace	
  so	
  scenic,” 	
  said	
  
Rastadum.	
  “ It ’s 	
  a 	
   f i t t ing	
  place	
  to	
  tel l 	
  you	
  everything.” 	
  

	
  Str ipe	
  turned	
  back	
  to	
   look	
  at 	
   the	
  Constel lat ion	
  Leopard	
  but 	
   i t 	
  was	
  
gone. 	
  “She	
  does	
  that,” 	
  nodded	
  Rastadum	
  “Although	
   I 	
  must 	
  say	
  
amongst 	
  a l l 	
   the	
   impossible	
  things	
  you’ve	
  managed	
  to	
  pul l 	
  off , 	
  making	
  
her 	
   lose	
  track	
  of 	
  you	
   is 	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  most 	
   impress ive. 	
  Then	
  again, 	
  she	
  
did	
   fend	
  off 	
   the	
  team	
  of 	
  wolves	
  and	
  hunters 	
  that 	
  the	
  Happy	
  Labyrinth	
  
sent 	
  after 	
  you	
  ear l ier 	
   today, 	
  which	
   is 	
   remarkable	
  g iven	
  that 	
  her 	
  
strength	
  comes	
  from	
  the	
  night.” 	
  

I t 	
  seemed	
  that 	
  there	
  was	
  st i l l 	
  a 	
   lot 	
  Str ipe	
  didn’t 	
  know	
  about. 	
  
	
  

Ï 
	
  
Str ipe	
  was	
  br imming	
  with	
  quest ions. 	
  His 	
  mind	
  felt 	
   l ike	
  a 	
  crowded	
  

auditor ium	
  ful l 	
  of 	
   ra ised	
  hands. 	
  “Alr ight,” 	
  said	
  Rastadum,	
  pass ing	
  
Str ipe	
  a	
  steaming	
  warm	
  concoct ion	
  of 	
  what	
   looked	
   l ike	
  soup. 	
  “This 	
   is 	
  
how	
  we’ l l 	
  do	
  this . 	
   I ’m	
  going	
  to	
   just 	
  keep	
  talk ing	
  unt i l 	
   I 	
   th ink	
  
everything	
  that’s 	
  needed	
  saying	
  has	
  been	
  said. 	
  That 	
   fa ir?”	
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Str ipe	
  nodded. 	
  
“F irst ly , 	
  what	
  you	
  need	
  to	
  know	
  is 	
   that 	
  your	
  world	
   is 	
   just 	
  an	
  

is land,” 	
  began	
  Rastadum.	
  
“ I 	
  know,”	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  s ipping	
  his 	
  warm	
  brew.	
  
“Ah, 	
  good. 	
  Wel l 	
   let ’s 	
  not 	
  get 	
   into	
  pol i t ics 	
  now	
  but	
  your	
   l i t t le 	
   is land	
  

is 	
  actual ly 	
  part 	
  of 	
  an	
   inf in ite	
  world. 	
  Or	
  at 	
   least 	
  nobody	
   in 	
   i t 	
  has 	
  
found	
  any	
  boundaries. 	
  The	
   land	
   just 	
  goes	
  on	
  and	
  on. 	
  Occasional ly 	
   i t 	
  
var ies, 	
   there	
  are	
  canyons	
  and	
  caves	
   large	
  enough	
  to	
  have	
  moons	
  but 	
  
in 	
  general 	
   this 	
  world, 	
  or 	
  should	
   I 	
  say	
  the 	
  world	
   is 	
  endless 	
  and	
  
without	
  end	
  etcetera. 	
  Long	
  ago	
  circumstances 	
  drove	
  Nonsolus	
  to	
  
c lose	
   i tsel f 	
  off . 	
  Or 	
  at 	
   least 	
   those	
   in 	
  power	
  to	
  make	
  Nonsolus	
  c lose	
  
i tsel f 	
  off . 	
  The	
  great 	
   forgett ing	
  we	
  cal l 	
   i t . 	
  Anyway	
   l ike	
   I 	
  sa id, 	
   let ’s 	
  not 	
  
get 	
   into	
  pol i t ics . 	
  Now,	
  what	
  you	
  do	
  need	
  to	
  know	
  is 	
  your	
  place	
   in 	
  a l l 	
  
th is . 	
  Your	
  grandfather	
  was	
  no	
  ordinary	
  man, 	
  he	
  got 	
  up	
  to	
  some	
  pretty 	
  
high	
  prof i le 	
  adventuring	
  over 	
  here	
  and	
   I 	
  was	
  one	
  of 	
  h is 	
  aff i l iates, 	
  
accompl ices 	
  and	
  comrades	
  etcetera	
  etcetera.” 	
  

“So	
  you	
  were	
  a	
  thief 	
  with	
  him?”	
  
“A	
  thief!” 	
  excla imed	
  Rastadum.	
  “We	
  were	
  nothing	
  of 	
   the	
  sort . 	
  We	
  

are	
  Concealers 	
  and	
  your	
  grandfather	
  was	
  one	
  of 	
   the	
  greatest . 	
  Let 	
  me	
  
put 	
   i t 	
   to 	
  you	
  this 	
  way. 	
  Stor ies 	
  need	
   ingredients. 	
  Magical 	
  swords, 	
  
h idden	
  rel ics , 	
  objects 	
  of 	
  power	
  etcetera…	
  These	
  objects 	
  are	
  a lways	
  
hidden	
  away, 	
   tucked	
   in 	
  and	
   left 	
  wait ing	
  so	
  that 	
  when	
  the	
  sparks 	
  of 	
  
adventure	
  begin	
  they	
  can	
  catch	
  and	
  k indle	
  them	
  into	
  what	
  they	
  need	
  
to	
  be. 	
  We	
  do	
  not 	
  steal 	
  magical 	
   i tems	
  from	
  temples. 	
  We	
  are	
  the	
  ones	
  
that 	
  put 	
  them	
  there.” 	
  
Str ipe	
  considered	
  this . 	
   	
  
“So	
  that 	
  sword	
   in 	
  the	
  f ie ld	
  of 	
   towers?”	
  

“Yes	
  that 	
  was	
  Dusk. 	
  We	
  couldn’t 	
  afford	
  al l 	
  of 	
   those	
  Hench-­‐
Creatures	
  mucking	
  about. 	
  So	
  we	
  devised	
  that 	
   l i t t le 	
  set 	
  up	
  to	
  keep	
  
them	
  busy.” 	
  

Str ipe	
   looked	
  back	
  on	
  his 	
   journey. 	
  The	
  Vulture	
  accusing	
  Dusk	
  of 	
  
taking	
  a 	
  magical 	
   f lute	
  and	
  smuggl ing	
  things	
  across 	
  the	
  desert . 	
  Dusks	
  
story	
  about	
  placing	
  a 	
   f lute	
  down	
  the	
  bottom	
  of 	
  a 	
  wel l . 	
  The	
   i tems	
  
weren’t 	
  stolen	
  they	
  were	
  on	
  their 	
  way	
  to	
  safety, 	
   to	
  be	
  placed	
  
somewhere	
  where	
  they	
  would	
  be	
  of 	
  use	
  (or 	
  useful ly 	
  not 	
  of 	
  use). 	
   	
  

“Okay	
  so	
  you	
  guys	
  and	
  my	
  grandfather	
  used	
  to	
  go	
  out 	
  here	
  and	
  
hide	
  things	
   in 	
  order	
  to	
  create	
  stor ies. 	
  Where	
  do	
  they	
  come	
  from	
  and	
  
why	
  do	
  you	
  do	
   i t?”	
  

“Why	
   indeed, 	
  mister 	
  Spot! 	
  Why	
   indeed!	
  For 	
  us, 	
   i t ’s 	
  a 	
  very	
  
respectable	
  and	
  prof i table	
  career. 	
  Sometimes	
  we	
  do	
   i t 	
   for 	
  money. 	
  We	
  
go	
  up	
  to	
  a 	
  Dark	
  Lord	
  or 	
  Evi l 	
  K ing	
  and	
  we	
  say, 	
  you’ve	
  had	
  a	
  rough	
  day	
  
taking	
  over 	
  that 	
  cast le 	
  and	
  now	
  you	
  need	
  to	
  go	
  hide	
  the	
  magic 	
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necklace	
  or 	
  whatever	
  etcetera	
  etcetera. 	
  For 	
  a 	
  smal l 	
   fee	
  we	
  wi l l 	
  do	
   i t 	
  
for 	
  you	
  profess ional ly .” 	
  

“So	
  you	
  get 	
  people	
  to	
  pay	
  you	
  to	
  hide	
  their 	
  stuff?” 	
  Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
  
help	
  but 	
  smi le 	
  at 	
  how	
  outrageous	
  that 	
  seemed. 	
   	
  

“Correct . 	
  But 	
  we	
  always	
  have	
  other	
  motivat ions	
  apart 	
   from	
  the	
  fun	
  
and	
  prof i t . 	
  This 	
   is 	
  where	
  Dusk	
  comes	
   in. 	
  Dusk	
  was	
  an	
  off ic ia l 	
  
representat ive	
  from	
  your	
   Is land. 	
  We	
  cal l 	
   i t 	
   the	
  Circ le 	
  around	
  here. 	
  He	
  
was	
  what	
  we	
  cal l 	
   the	
  Leaf . 	
  The	
  Leaf ’s 	
   job	
   is 	
   to 	
  conduct 	
  the	
  f low	
  of 	
  
stor ies 	
  and	
  adventures	
   in 	
  such	
  a	
  way	
  that 	
  your	
   is land	
  and	
   i ts 	
  
surrounding	
  area	
  remains	
   isolated	
  and	
  safe 	
   from	
  the	
  f luctuat ions	
  of 	
  
the	
  bigger 	
  world	
  at 	
  hand. 	
  You	
  passed	
  through	
  the	
  Happy	
  Labyr inth	
  
yes?”	
  

“Yes,” 	
  nodded	
  Str ipe. 	
  “So	
  you	
  guys	
  placed	
  the	
  book	
   in 	
  the	
  
Labyrinth?	
  The	
  one	
  that 	
  prompted	
  the	
  whole	
  revolut ion?”	
  

“Exact ly! 	
  We	
  concealed	
  the	
  book	
  and	
  set 	
  up	
  the	
  revolut ion. 	
  Had	
  
that 	
  empire	
  grown	
   i t 	
  could	
  have	
  very	
  wel l 	
  become	
  a	
  threat 	
  to	
  your	
  
home.” 	
  

“So	
  my	
  grandfather	
   is 	
  a 	
   f igure	
  cal led	
  the	
  Leaf 	
   that 	
  worked	
  with	
  
your	
  team	
  of 	
  Concealers 	
  to	
  conduct 	
  the	
  f low	
  of 	
  stor ies 	
  so	
  that 	
  they	
  
leave	
  Nonsolus	
  a lone.” 	
   	
  

“Quite	
  r ight,” 	
  said	
  Rastadum.	
  Ragl i 	
  was	
  busy	
  scowl ing	
  at 	
   the	
  
throbbing	
  organs	
  of 	
  a 	
  semi-­‐transparent 	
  toad. 	
   	
  

“So	
  am	
  I 	
  supposed	
  to	
  become	
  the	
  next 	
  Leaf?”	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  
remembering	
  how	
  Myles	
  Orff , 	
   the	
  pol i t ic ian, 	
  had	
   inspected	
  him	
  at 	
  
Dusk’s 	
   funeral . 	
  

“The	
  posit ion	
  of 	
   the	
  Leaf 	
  has	
  been	
  handed	
  down	
  across 	
  
generat ions. 	
  Not	
  a lways	
  within	
  a 	
   fami ly, 	
  your	
  grandfather	
  was	
  the	
  
f i rst 	
   in 	
  your	
   l ine	
  to	
  do	
  so. 	
  But 	
   i t 	
  passes	
  across 	
  people	
   from	
  your	
  
is land. 	
  Your	
   father	
  was	
  or ig inal ly 	
  offered	
  to	
  take	
  on	
  the	
  posit ion	
  
but…	
   it 	
   just 	
  wasn’t 	
   r ight 	
   for 	
  him. 	
  Your	
  grandfather	
  had	
  hoped	
  for 	
  you	
  
or 	
  your	
  s ister 	
  to	
  take	
  over 	
  his 	
  work	
  and, 	
  whi le 	
  she	
   is 	
  shaping	
  up	
  to	
  
be	
  an	
  excel lent 	
  replacement, 	
  she	
   is 	
   far 	
   too	
  young	
  to	
  become	
  the	
  Leaf 	
  
just 	
  yet.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  couldn’t 	
  help	
  but 	
   feel 	
   the	
  compl iment	
  to	
  F ispire	
  was	
  a 	
  bit 	
  of 	
  
a 	
  blow	
  to	
  him,	
  but 	
  he	
  had	
  to	
  admit 	
   i t 	
  was	
  certainly 	
  easy	
  to	
   imagine	
  
F ispire	
  growing	
  up	
  to	
  be	
  an	
  amazing	
  adventurer. 	
  

Rastadum	
  continued. 	
   	
   	
  
“Dusk’s 	
   last 	
  wish	
  was	
  for 	
  you	
  too	
  take	
  his 	
  ashes	
  to	
  the	
  endless 	
  

r iver 	
  so	
  that 	
  you	
  could	
  see	
  the	
  world	
  – 	
  the	
  real 	
  world, 	
   the	
  whole	
  
world, 	
  and	
  consider 	
   i f 	
  you’d	
   l ike	
   i t 	
   to	
  be	
  part 	
  of 	
  your	
   future	
  or 	
   just 	
  
your	
  past .” 	
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“Sounds	
  more	
   l ike	
  a 	
  conceal ing	
  test 	
   to	
  me,” 	
  thought	
  Str ipe	
  out 	
  
loud. 	
   	
  

“Wel l , 	
  yes 	
  and	
  no. 	
  F irst ly , 	
  you	
  went	
   far 	
  off 	
   the	
   intended	
  course. 	
  
The	
   journey	
  was	
  supposed	
  to	
  be	
  far 	
  s impler 	
  and	
   less 	
  dangerous. 	
  You	
  
were	
  meant	
  to	
  go	
  across 	
  the	
  br idge, 	
   through	
  the	
  forest 	
  around	
  the	
  
Unlocked	
  Mountain	
  and	
  then	
  over	
  to	
  here. 	
  You	
  weren’t 	
  going	
  to	
  pass 	
  
anything	
   incredibly 	
  threatening. 	
  Dusk	
  had	
  also	
  arranged	
  for 	
  Ragl i 	
  and	
  
myself 	
  as 	
  wel l 	
  as 	
  the	
  Constel lat ion	
  Leopard	
  to	
  monitor 	
  your	
  progress 	
  
and	
  protect 	
  you. 	
  The	
   leopard	
   is 	
  a 	
  bit 	
  more	
   lenient 	
  when	
   i t 	
  comes	
  to	
  
safety	
  than	
  we	
  are,” 	
  he	
  said, 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  s l ight ly 	
  embarrassed. 	
  

A	
  s i lence	
  hung	
  over	
  the	
  smal l 	
  group. 	
  Ragl i 	
  and	
  the	
  toad	
  remained	
  
locked	
   in 	
  a 	
  star ing	
  contest 	
  and	
  Rastadum	
  gazed	
   into	
  the	
  f i re. 	
  

“ I f 	
  you	
  think	
  your	
  grandfather	
  didn’t 	
  care, 	
  Str ipe, 	
  he	
  real ly 	
  d id. 	
  
This 	
  was	
  his 	
  way	
  of 	
   lett ing	
  you	
  see	
  the	
  world, 	
   the	
  universe	
  etcetera. 	
  
Whether	
  you	
  step	
  out 	
  and	
  become	
  part 	
  of 	
   i t 	
  or 	
   i f 	
  you	
  don’t 	
   is 	
  a l l 	
  up	
  
to	
  you. 	
  He	
  was	
  not 	
  the	
  bul ly ing	
  k ind. 	
  He	
  gave	
  your	
   father 	
  the	
  same	
  
choice.” 	
  

“Why	
  couldn’t 	
  he	
  have	
  done	
   i t 	
  with	
  me?”	
  said	
  Str ipe	
  with	
   longing	
  
in 	
  his 	
  voice. 	
  

“He	
  would’ve	
   loved	
  to	
  with	
  you	
  and	
  your	
  s ister 	
  when	
  you	
  were	
  
both	
  a	
  bit 	
  o lder, 	
  but 	
  t ime	
  ran	
  out 	
  on	
  him	
  and	
  so	
   i t 	
  was	
  never	
  to	
  be. 	
  
Now	
  don’t 	
  panic, 	
  you	
  have	
  plenty	
  of 	
   t ime	
  to	
  make	
  your	
  decis ion. 	
  We	
  
shal l 	
  keep	
  things	
  running	
  with	
  Maelstrom	
  as	
  a 	
  representat ive 	
  of 	
  
Nonsolus. 	
  You	
  go	
  back	
  home	
  and	
  rest 	
  and	
  think	
  and	
  ask	
  and	
   learn. 	
  
And	
   i f 	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  try 	
  this 	
  world	
  out 	
  again, 	
   i t 	
  wi l l 	
  be	
  wait ing	
   for 	
  you	
  
in 	
  the	
  summer. 	
  You	
  can	
  only 	
  take	
  on	
  the	
  posit ion	
  when	
  you’re	
  older 	
  
anyway. 	
  For 	
  now,	
   i t ’s 	
   t ime	
  to	
  go	
  home.” 	
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14. 	
  
	
  

ACROSS	
  THE	
  FURRY	
  SEA	
  
	
  

They	
  took	
  a 	
  Zephyr	
  back	
  home. 	
  The	
  same	
  Zephyr	
  that 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   fami ly 	
  
had	
  seen	
  on	
  their 	
   r ide	
  to	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End. 	
   I t 	
  had	
  only 	
  been	
  a	
   few	
  days	
  ago	
  
but 	
   i t 	
   fe lt 	
   l ike	
  months	
  to	
  Str ipe. 	
  The	
  Zephyr	
  passed	
  through	
  the	
  
moonl i t 	
  c louds	
  of 	
   the	
  Sunday	
  evening	
   l ike	
  a 	
  ship	
  braving	
  a 	
  cotton	
  
sea. 	
  Str ipe	
  rested	
   in 	
  the	
  gondola	
  half 	
  as leep, 	
   the	
  warm	
  feel ing	
  of 	
  
homecoming	
  wrapping	
  around	
  him. 	
  The	
  night 	
  was	
   fresh	
  and	
  c lear 	
  and	
  
dark	
  blue. 	
  A	
  pleasant 	
  straw	
  smel l 	
  was	
  cradled	
   in 	
  the	
  cabin	
  and	
   i t 	
  
reminded	
  Str ipe	
  of 	
  pass ing	
  out 	
   in 	
  the	
  car 	
  when	
  he	
  was	
  younger	
  after 	
  
a 	
   ful l 	
  day	
  of 	
  playing	
  and	
  tumbl ing	
   in 	
   f ie lds 	
  and	
  parks. 	
  

He	
  had	
  done	
   i t . 	
  He	
  had	
  done	
   i t 	
  haphazardly 	
  and	
  not 	
  quite	
   in 	
  the	
  
r ight 	
  way	
  –	
  but 	
  he	
  had	
  done	
   i t . 	
  The	
  feel ing	
  of 	
  achievement	
  and	
  of 	
  
excitement	
  grew	
   in	
  Str ipe	
  the	
  c loser 	
  he	
  came	
  to	
  Leaf ’s 	
  End	
  where	
  his 	
  
family 	
  would	
  be	
  wait ing	
   for 	
  him. 	
   	
  

Rastadum	
  and	
  Ragl i 	
   left 	
  Str ipe	
  at 	
   the	
  Long-­‐Short 	
  Br idge, 	
  g iv ing	
  him	
  
a	
  warm	
  travel l ing	
  c loak	
  for 	
  the	
   journey	
  back. 	
   I t 	
  wrapped	
  around	
  
Str ipe	
  perfect ly 	
  and	
  made	
  him	
  feel 	
  extremely	
  sty l ish. 	
  Each	
  ampl i f ied	
  
step	
  brought	
  Str ipe	
  c loser 	
  to	
  home. 	
   I t 	
  must 	
  have	
  been	
  nearing	
  10	
  
o’c lock	
  but 	
  the	
  moon	
  was	
  ful l 	
  and	
  radiant 	
  and	
  wondrous. 	
   	
  

I t 	
   took	
  Str ipe	
  very	
   l i t t le 	
  t ime	
  at 	
  a l l 	
   to 	
  reach	
  the	
  coast . 	
  A	
  boat 	
   lay	
  
wait ing	
   for 	
  h im. 	
  As	
  Str ipe	
  neared	
   i t 	
  a 	
  br ight 	
   lamp	
  turned	
  on	
  
automatical ly 	
  as 	
   i f 	
   in 	
  response	
  to	
  Str ipe. 	
   	
  

The	
  boat 	
  g l ided	
  easi ly 	
   into	
  the	
  water 	
  at 	
  Str ipe’s 	
   touch. 	
  He	
  sprang	
  
into	
   i t 	
  before	
   i t 	
  dr i f ted	
  away	
  and	
  set 	
  out 	
  to	
  cross 	
  the	
  Furry	
  Sea	
  back	
  
home. 	
   	
  

He	
  had	
  barely 	
  put 	
   in 	
  three	
  strokes	
  across 	
  the	
  water 	
  when	
  
everything	
  fel l 	
  apart . 	
  

A	
  wi ld 	
  scream	
  accompanied	
  by	
  splashing	
  sent 	
  a 	
  surge	
  of 	
  dread	
  up	
  
Str ipe’s 	
  spine, 	
   fol lowed	
  by	
  the	
  boat 	
   jo lt ing	
  and	
  s lowing	
  down. 	
  Str ipe	
  
spun	
  round	
  and	
  there, 	
  haggard	
  and	
  mangy	
  was	
  Gubblegirth, 	
   the	
  ex-­‐
br idge	
  keeper, 	
  h is 	
  sharp, 	
  skeletal 	
  hands	
  dragging	
  the	
  boat 	
  back	
  
towards	
  him. 	
  He	
   looked	
   l ike	
  a 	
  hal f–drowned	
  sewer	
  rat . 	
  His 	
  hair 	
  was	
  
oi ly 	
  and	
  wi ld, 	
  h is 	
  eyes	
  two	
  cruel 	
  stones	
  embedded	
   in 	
  a 	
  scrunched	
  up	
  
gr imace	
  of 	
   loathing. 	
  Str ipe	
  stood	
  up	
  preparing	
  for 	
  Gubblegirth	
  as 	
  the	
  
boat 	
  hopeless ly 	
  s l id 	
   into	
  the	
  shal lows. 	
  A	
  sudden	
   lurch	
  sent 	
  Str ipe	
  
toppl ing	
  over 	
  the	
  bow	
  and	
  crashing	
   into	
  the	
  water. 	
  Str ipe	
  could	
  feel 	
  
the	
  water 	
  drenching	
  his 	
  c loak	
  and	
  weighing	
   i t 	
  down, 	
  turning	
  him	
   into	
  
a 	
  c lumsy, 	
  s low	
  target. 	
  Str ipe	
  pushed	
  himself 	
  up	
  and	
  began	
  to	
  
desperately 	
  wade	
  through	
  the	
  water 	
  with	
  the	
  k ind	
  of 	
  delayed	
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react ion	
  usual ly 	
   found	
   in 	
  nightmares. 	
  Gubblegirth	
   lurched	
  after 	
  him	
  
pass ing	
  through	
  the	
  soft 	
  sand	
  and	
  dark	
  water 	
  with	
  a 	
  predatory	
  
eff ic iency. 	
   	
  

“Where	
  are	
  your	
  c lever 	
   ideas	
  now,	
  boy?!” 	
  screeched	
  Gubblegirth	
  
past 	
  s ledgehammer	
  s ized	
   incisors. 	
  He	
  was	
  a lmost 	
  upon	
  Str ipe. 	
  “Looks	
  
l ike	
  you	
  don’t 	
  have	
  an	
  answer	
  to	
  that 	
  quest ion,” 	
  he	
  spat, 	
  stomping	
  
on	
  the	
  end	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  c loak. 	
  The	
  weight 	
  pul led	
  at 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  neck, 	
  
knocking	
  him	
  off 	
  h is 	
   feet 	
  and	
   into	
  Gubblegirth. 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  sharp	
  
c laws	
  s ink	
   into	
  his 	
  shoulders 	
  and	
  pul l 	
  h im	
  out	
  of 	
   the	
  water. 	
  Before	
  he	
  
had	
  t ime	
  to	
  breathe, 	
  strong	
  hands	
  s lammed	
  him	
  back	
  underneath	
  the	
  
surface. 	
  Str ipe	
  plunged	
   into	
  a 	
  blurred	
  darkness , 	
  h is 	
  pulse	
  throbbing	
  
between	
  his 	
  ears 	
   l ike	
  an	
  unheard	
  Morse	
  alarm.	
  Gubblegirth	
  wrenched	
  
Str ipe	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  water 	
  again. 	
   	
  

“Can’t 	
  say	
  anything	
  c lever 	
  with	
  water 	
  down	
  your	
  mouth,” 	
  hissed	
  
Gubblegirth	
   into	
  Str ipe’s 	
  ears. 	
  Str ipe	
  desperately 	
  sucked	
   in 	
  a ir 	
  before	
  
being	
  shoved	
  back	
  down	
   into	
  the	
  darkness. 	
  His 	
   lungs	
  shuddered	
  
demanding	
  more	
  oxygen	
  and, 	
  as 	
  everything	
  began	
  to	
   feel 	
   truly 	
  
desperate, 	
  something	
  strange	
  happened. 	
  Str ipe	
  felt 	
  a 	
  cool 	
  weight 	
  
nest le 	
  against 	
  his 	
  chest . 	
  As 	
  Str ipe	
  was	
  hauled	
  out 	
  of 	
   the	
  water 	
  again, 	
  
to	
  both	
  his 	
  and	
  Gubblegirth’s 	
  surpr ise	
  a 	
   large	
  s i lvery	
   f ish	
  rested	
   in 	
  
his 	
  arms. 	
   I t 	
  was	
  a 	
  Wurzlurgle. 	
  They	
  both	
   looked	
  at 	
   i t 	
  dumbfoundedly	
  
before	
  a 	
  Lurzwurgle	
  burst 	
  out 	
  of 	
   i ts 	
   f ishy	
   form	
   l ike	
  a 	
   furry	
  miss i le 	
  
shot 	
   from	
  a	
  scaly 	
  rocket 	
   launcher. 	
  The	
  Lurzwurgle	
  smacked	
   into	
  
Gubblegirth’s 	
   face	
  and	
  began	
  tear ing	
  at 	
  h im	
   in 	
  a 	
  vol ley	
  of 	
  speedy	
  
swipes	
  whi le 	
   i ts 	
   teeth	
  sank	
   into	
  his 	
  snout. 	
  

	
  Str ipe	
  watched	
   in 	
  amazement	
  whi le 	
  his 	
   lungs	
  pumped	
   in 	
  the	
  fresh	
  
night 	
  a ir . 	
  He	
  st i l l 	
  held	
  the	
  Wurzlurgle	
  sk in	
  and	
  real ised	
  for 	
  perhaps	
  
the	
  f i rst 	
   t ime	
   in 	
  his 	
  whole	
  adventure	
  that 	
  he	
  had	
  been	
  armed	
  with	
  
something	
  more	
  than	
  his 	
  wits . 	
  He	
  had	
  never	
  truly 	
  been	
  alone. 	
  As 	
  
Gubblegirth	
  tore	
  off 	
  h is 	
   fuzzy	
  assai lant 	
  he	
  caught	
  the	
  s ight 	
  of 	
  Str ipe	
  
haul ing	
  the	
  f ish	
  by	
   i ts 	
   ta i l 	
  back	
   l ike	
  a 	
  cr icket 	
  bat. 	
  Str ipe	
  swung	
  with	
  
everything	
   left 	
   in 	
  him, 	
  the	
   looseness	
  of 	
   the	
  f ish’s 	
  e last ic 	
  body	
  adding	
  
an	
  extra	
   forceful 	
  s l ing	
   into	
  the	
  mix. 	
  The	
  f ish	
  skin	
  col l ided	
  with	
  
Gubblegirth’s 	
   face, 	
  crackl ing	
  out 	
  a 	
  comical 	
  smack. 	
  Str ipe	
  swung	
  
again, 	
  catching	
  Gubblegirth’s 	
   jaw	
  and	
  knocking	
  him	
  further 	
  back. 	
  
Str ipe	
  went	
   in 	
   for 	
  a 	
  third	
  swing, 	
  but 	
  Gubblegirth	
  rose	
  to	
   i t 	
  c lawing	
  
the	
  f ish	
  skin	
  out 	
  of 	
  Str ipe’s 	
  gr ip. 	
  Before	
  Gubblegirth	
  could	
  attack	
  
Str ipe	
  again	
  the	
  Lurzwurgle	
  bit 	
  h im	
  hard	
  between	
  his 	
  shoulder	
  
blades, 	
  sending	
  him	
  reel ing	
  backwards. 	
  Str ipe	
  hadn’t 	
  even	
  reacted	
  
when	
  an	
  arrow	
  whist led	
  through	
  the	
  night 	
  and	
  thudded	
   into	
  
Gublegirth’s 	
  shoulder. 	
  The	
  former	
  Gatekeeper	
  screamed	
  out	
   in 	
  pain	
  
and	
  began	
  to	
  desperately 	
  scramble	
  away. 	
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Str ipe	
   looked	
  out	
   into	
  the	
   lake	
  and	
  there, 	
  standing	
   in 	
  a 	
  boat 	
  and	
  
haloed	
  by	
  the	
  moon, 	
  was	
  Maelstrom.	
  She	
   lowered	
  her	
  bow	
  and	
  
looked	
  at 	
  him. 	
  

“Dinner’s 	
  wait ing	
   for 	
  you, 	
  Str ipe,” 	
  she	
  said, 	
  as 	
   i f 	
  she	
  had	
   just 	
  
popped	
   into	
  his 	
  room	
  with	
  some	
  freshly 	
   folded	
   l inen. 	
  The	
  moon	
  
caught	
  her 	
  with	
   just 	
  enough	
   l ight 	
   for 	
  Str ipe	
  to	
  make	
  out 	
  the	
  subtle 	
  
curve	
  at 	
   the	
  corner	
  of 	
  her 	
  mouth	
  that 	
  marked	
  Maelstrom’s	
  
recognizable	
  smi le. 	
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“So	
  what	
  did	
  you	
  think	
  of 	
   that 	
  s ide	
  of 	
   the	
  world?”	
  said	
  Maelstrom	
  

as	
  they	
  rowed	
  together. 	
   	
  
“ I t ’s 	
  pretty 	
  big,” 	
  said	
  Str ipe, 	
  managing	
  a 	
  smi le 	
  despite	
  his 	
  shock	
  

from	
  the	
  attack. 	
  Maelstrom	
  gave	
  him	
  a	
  wink. 	
  “So	
  you	
  know	
  al l 	
  about	
  
i t 	
  a l l 	
   then?”	
  

“ I 	
  should	
  think	
  so,” 	
  said	
  Maelstrom.	
  “ I 	
  was	
  born	
  there	
  after 	
  a l l .” 	
  
Str ipe’s 	
  head	
  shot	
  up, 	
  h is 	
  eyes	
  growing	
  wide. 	
  

“But	
  that’s 	
  another	
  story. 	
   I 	
  can	
  tel l 	
  you	
  al l 	
  about	
  the	
  formation	
  of 	
  
Nonsolus, 	
   the	
  great 	
   forgett ing	
  and	
  the	
  Vik ing	
  rebel l ions,” 	
  Str ipe	
  
gr inned	
  at 	
  the	
  mention	
  of 	
  Vik ings 	
  again, 	
  “and	
  even	
  how	
  Dusk	
  and	
   I 	
  
f i rst 	
  met, 	
  but 	
  that’s 	
  a l l 	
   for 	
  another	
  night. 	
  Other	
  nights 	
  even. 	
  Your	
  
parents 	
  both	
  have	
  their 	
  stor ies 	
  too. 	
  F irst 	
  you	
  should	
  see	
  the	
  people	
  
you	
   love	
  and	
  who	
   love	
  you	
  and	
  eat 	
  with	
  them	
  and	
  take	
  a	
  warm	
  bath	
  
and	
  then	
  s leep. 	
  That 	
  k ind	
  of 	
  s leep	
  when	
  you	
  kick	
  under	
  the	
  blankets 	
  
because	
  you’re	
  so	
  happy	
  to	
  be	
   in 	
  a 	
  bed. 	
  Then	
  we	
  can	
  trade	
  stor ies. 	
  
I ’m	
  sure	
  you	
  have	
  plenty	
  to	
  ask. 	
  Don’t 	
  worry, 	
  so	
  do	
   I . 	
  Your	
  whole	
  
family 	
  wi l l 	
  be	
  dying	
  to	
  hear	
  about	
  your	
  stor ies 	
  but 	
   I 	
   tend	
  to	
   f ind	
  the	
  
more	
  quest ions	
  you	
  have	
  answered	
  the	
  more	
  quest ions	
  there	
  are.” 	
  

Str ipe	
  nodded	
  at 	
   this . 	
  There	
  were	
  st i l l 	
  p lenty	
  of 	
  quest ions	
  and	
  
myster ies 	
  to	
  be	
  solved	
  and	
  that 	
  was	
  a l l 	
   r ight. 	
  Quest ions	
  and	
  
myster ies 	
  are	
  the	
  fuel 	
  of 	
   l i fe. 	
  Str ipe	
   looked	
  at 	
   the	
  g lowing	
  windows	
  
of 	
  Maelstrom’s 	
  home	
  and	
  how	
  their 	
   ref lect ions	
  danced	
  on	
  the	
  water 	
  
l ike	
  bi l lowing	
  f lags. 	
  

Before	
  Str ipe	
  went	
  back	
   ins ide	
  he	
  took	
  a	
  moment	
  to	
   look	
  out 	
  at 	
  
the	
  Furry	
  Sea	
  from	
  the	
  pier . 	
  He	
  thought	
  of 	
  how	
  he	
  and	
  Dusk	
  had	
  
stood	
  here	
  together. 	
  He	
  thought	
  of 	
  how	
  when	
  they	
  had	
   looked	
  out 	
  
across 	
  the	
  water 	
  and	
  sky, 	
  o ld	
  Dusk	
  had	
  known	
  what	
  was	
  out 	
  there	
  
and	
  young	
  Str ipe	
  hadn’t . 	
  And	
  now	
  he	
  knew	
  too. 	
   	
  For 	
  the	
  f i rst 	
   t ime	
  
s ince	
  his 	
  grandfather 	
  had	
  died, 	
  Str ipe	
   let 	
   the	
  tears 	
   f low	
  freely. 	
  As 	
  the	
  
salty 	
  drops	
  spi l led	
  from	
  his 	
  eyes	
  they	
  fol lowed	
  the	
  curvature	
  of 	
  h is 	
  
smi le. 	
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