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PART ONE – The Known World
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"To be matter of fact about the world is to blunder into fantasy—and dull fantasy at that, as the real world is strange and wonderful."
- Robert A. Heinlein 
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1 The True Curse
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The sun rose.  The chocolate river flowed steadily on.  The rays of the sun shot down across the syrupy water of the lake and bounced off of it, blinding nearby animals for full seconds at a time.  Thick brown clouds hung in the sky above the dazzled, blinking animals.  The clouds seemed too heavy to float, and yet they never drooped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Confused and, now more than ever, ​raring to get moving, Choco-Ra pushed open the large stone door to his pyramid and gave his kingdom a lingering look.  He didn't know it, but it was the last time he would set eyes on the chocolate lands of his youth. 
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2 The Shifting Fruit
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Strawberries bloomed everywhere.  To every side of every thing, there were strawberry plants.  They sat next to the trees and next to the lake.  They sat, frankly, in places that strawberry plants can't normally grow.  A few grew to the right of the large stone wall that surrounded a small, normal-looking pink house.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Well, no.  I just came by to ask—"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

T.C. hoisted his bag and clapped Ra wetly on the shoulder.  Ra scowled and shook his head, but didn't comment.  The two walked out of the lagoon, side by side, in silence.
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4 ....And Four Makes Three
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Wereberry sat on his front stair, eating a sandwich.  There was only the one stair to sit on.  He had considered building a full-blown stoop when he first moved in, but it felt like too much work.  Three stairs would have three times the chance to cause trouble that one did.  The one stair never caused him any trouble.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yes," Wereberry said quickly.

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

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

"No," Wereberry said, sounding unconvinced.

"Yes," T.C. said quietly.

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

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

"She," Ra insisted.

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

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

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

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

"We have to find out!" Ra fumed.

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

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

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

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

"Of course not," Ra said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Do you guys need anything?" he asked.  

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

"We're both ready," Ra said.  

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

"Sorry I took so long," Wereberry started.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Then we're off," T.C. said. 
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5 Three Squared
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The three walked for a few hours just talking softly.  Wereberry watched the land as the pink bled out of things and greens and blues took over.  The light shifted, growing bright and strong.  Trees stood taller and fields of corn and wheat could be seen blowing in the distance.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Whatever," Ra said dismissively.  

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

BOOM!

POW!

BLAM!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Right back 'atcha, triplets."

"Boom, Pow, and Blam!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

"If you mean it," they said warily.

"I mean it," he assured them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"It is!" 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I suppose.  Still."

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

"No need to get snippy, Ra."

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

"Point."

"Thank you."

"But still...." T.C. continued.

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

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

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

"Wait, what?  Air gets into the—"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

BOOM!

POW!

BLAM!

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

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

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

BOOM!

POW!

BLAM!

ARGH!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

BOOM!

POW!

BLAM!

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

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

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

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

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

"Guys?" T.C. asked.

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

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

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

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

"No accounting for taste," Ra sniped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"There's someone coming," he whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"And?" T.C. asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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