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 Chapter 1

The Scarecrow

It is said the Realm is made of stories, and
this one begins with a scarecrow.

The scarecrow sat alone on top of a small
hill overlooking a field of grain, the mismatched black buttons
that were his eyes staring impassively over the amber stalks as
they swayed in the wind. The sky remained ever at twilight and the
distant light of the sun never dimmed or brightened, but this
didn’t bother the scarecrow. He simply sat on his hill lost in
thought as time passed around him. So stuck was the scarecrow in
his mental wanderings that he barely noticed an unusual rustling
among the distant wheat just visible from his hilltop perch.

“Just a trick of the wind,” he thought to
himself, but before he could drift back into his prolonged ponder,
he again caught sight of strange rustle in the distant wheat, this
time just a little closer to the hill. Intrigued by this strange
development, the scarecrow watched the odd rustling meander through
his field, slowly drawing nearer and nearer his hill until a small
dark figure stepped out from the stalks of grain.

Covered mostly by quilts of black and purple,
the scarecrow’s visitor had the upper body of a child and its lower
body that of a black-haired foal with a long white tail. She froze
instantly at the sight of the scarecrow, her golden eyes looking
all the brighter against her dusky complexion.

“Howdy,” The scarecrow said, tugging down the
edge of his straw hat politely in the girl’s direction. “Nice day
for it, huh?”

She stepped timidly toward the scarecrow, her
movement careful but still bearing the slight awkwardness of youth.
“F-for what?”

“For whatever ya want,” the scarecrow said
with a carefree shrug before holding out a glove. “Nice ta
meetcha!”

The young centaur quickly stepped back, a
look of fear in her eyes.

“Don’t you be scared, little Miss,” said the
scarecrow, giving her his friendliest smile. “It’s just my hand.
See?”

He pulled his glove from his sleeve,
revealing both to be filled with nothing more than straw. The
little centaur girl gasped, her small hands quickly covering her
mouth in surprise.

“A-are you okay?” she whispered, her eyes
wide.

“Me? As good as ever. See, I can just … hey!”
The scarecrow pretended to let his now-separated hand scurry out of
his grasp and across his shoulders like a five-legged cotton
spider. The little girl giggled as he made a show of trying to
catch the wily appendage before finally pinning it under his
hat.

“There,” he said, twisting the glove back on
the end of his arm. “Good as new.”

“Um, you put it on backwards.” The little
centaur girl said.

The scarecrow feigned surprise as he held his
hand up to his face. “Huh. Would you look at that?”

She giggled again as he twisted his hand back
the right way around and held it out to her. Hesitating for only a
moment, she shook it carefully, her smile visible beneath her
quilted hood.

“Well now that you’re here, why not join me
for a think?” the scarecrow asked.

“A think?” The little centaur girl asked as
she sat down beside him, her legs folding under her lower body.

“That’s right,” he told her. “Don’t worry;
it’s real easy. I should know; I’ve been doin’ it for ages. All you
gotta do is get yourself comfortable and just start thinkin’”

“About what?” she asked.

The scarecrow shrugged. “Whatever you fancy.
You can even think about nothin’ if you really want. Sometimes I
even have a good long think just about what I want to think
about.”

“I-I see …” The little centaur girl and the
scarecrow sat in silence for a few moments before she pushed back
her hood to reveal a head of stark white hair that contrasted
sharply against her dark gray skin. “Um, I’m Samara.”

“Nice to meetcha, Samara,” the scarecrow
said, dropping his straw hat on her small head.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked with
a timid smile, pushing up the hat so she could still see him.

“Right now?” Seeing the little girl nod, the
scarecrow said, “Well, right now, I’m tryin’ to remember just why
it was I stopped for a think in the first place.”

Samara giggled. “You’re silly. What’s your
name?”

“My name? Oh, right. Well, Samara, my
name’s-” The scarecrow paused for a few moments before scratching
the side of his head. “Y’know, I don’t rightly know.”

“Don’t know what?” Samara asked, a puzzled
look on her face.

“My name.” The scarecrow paused before
adding, “Maybe that’s what I was thinkin’ about.”

“Is it Ted?” Samara suggested. “Tony? Ronald?
I’ve got a cousin named Ronald.”

The scarecrow shook his head. They were fine
names, but none of them really felt like him.

“How about Michael?” she persisted. “George?
Alfred? Robert?”

“SAMARA!”

The loud shout made both centaur and
scarecrow jump a little. Samara rose to her feet and cupped her
hands to her mouth to shout, “Daddy! I’m here!”

Another rustle appeared in the distant rows
of wheat, this one moving quickly straight toward the hill. Staring
at the tops of the thrashing stalks, the scarecrow spotted a head
of black hair poking just above the wheat and heading their way.
The stalks eventually parted as another centaur stepped from the
wheat, this one clearly an adult. His hair and skin were as black
as his horse half, though a series of red tattoos could be seen
across what was visible of his body beneath the quilted
clothes.

“Samara!” The man exclaimed as his daughter
ran to his waiting arms. He hugged her for a few moments before
kneeling to look her in the eye. “You can’t run off like that,
Butterfly. The rest of the Realm isn’t as safe as Luniven.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, bowing her head. “I
was just curious … but look! I made a new friend!”

Samara’s father looked at the scarecrow, who
gave him a friendly wave.

“I see,” the centaur said, raising an eyebrow
at the scarecrow. “I’m sorry if she bothered you, scarecrow.”

“Ah, she weren’t no bother,” the scarecrow
said. “In fact, she’s been tryin’ ta help me.”

“He can’t remember his name.” Samara said,
sympathy in her eyes as she met the scarecrow’s gaze.

Samara’s father stared at the scarecrow, a
strange sadness in his eyes. “Can you remember nothing of who you
were?”

“Not a thing,” the scarecrow told him, “But
y’know, I think if I can remember my name, everything else will
fall into place.”

Samara’s father smiled at this. “Maybe you’re
right. Well, thank you for looking after my daughter, scarecrow. We
won’t disturb you further. Come along, Samara.”

“Bye, Mister scarecrow.” Samara said as her
father took her hand and led her away. Just before they stepped
into the grain, however, she pulled free from her father and ran
back to the scarecrow, his hat in her hands.

“Thank ya kindly, Samara,” The scarecrow
said, taking his hat. To his surprise, she leaned forward and
kissed him on the cheek.

“I hope you remember who you are, Mister
scarecrow,” she whispered before rejoining her father.

The scarecrow watched as Samara and her
father walked farther and farther away, the rustle of grain that
marked their location finally vanishing all together. For a moment,
the scarecrow wondered what lay past the fields of grain that had
been his home for so long. He must’ve come from somewhere before
stopping here, after all. Try as he might, nothing came to his
mind.

“Huh,” he said, his stitched smile wide as
his attention fell to the straw hat in his hands. “Almost forgot
about you. Nice of Samara to-”

He stopped suddenly, his hat in mid-twirl.
Memories rushed his mind: memories of wandering the fields of
grain, picking stalks of grain, and carefully weaving them together
to form the six letters he now saw woven into the inside brim of
his hat: W-A-N-D-E-R.

“Well, I’ll be!” The scarecrow said, slapping
his knee. “My name’s Wander!”

He barely had time to enjoy this revelation
when his hat slipped from his fingers. It fluttered a few feet in
the breeze before falling to the ground. Wander moved to pick the
hat up only for it to again slip from his grasp. Undaunted, he
moved toward it and tried again only for it to spring into the air
as though caught by some sudden gust. He made a clumsy grab for it,
but the hat twisted capriciously through the fingers of his gloves.
This time the hat kept going, flying erratically over the oak
stalks.

“Hey!” said Wander, chasing after his elusive
headwear.

His long, spindly legs carried him across the
ground and through the grain with great speed, yet his hat still
managed to keep ahead of him, dancing through the air above the
stalks as though possessed by some mischievous spirit. Wander ran
through the fields with his arms stretched upwards, not paying
attention to anything but his hat right up to the moment that he
shoved past the last stalks of wheat, put his foot down on nothing,
and fell over the edge of the field into the endless twilight
sky.


 Chapter 2

The Crow and the Wisp

Perhaps it was because his head was full of
straw, but it was curiosity rather than fear that Wander felt as he
plummeted through the twilit sky. He’d watched as the clouds
gathered across the bottom of his field shrunk in his vision until
they were little more than a dot of white. He’d had no idea his
field was a floating island in the sky. Did every cloud in the sky
carry an island as well, and if so, what wonders might he find on
them? Surely the whole Realm wasn’t just fields of grain.

Unfortunately, Wander’s focus on what might
be above made him ignorant of what definitely lay below, which in
this case were the upper branches of a particularly large tree. The
first branch hit him square in the back, busting the buckles of his
overalls and immediately knocking his lower half free from the rest
of him. Wander made a wild grab for his legs, but another branch
caught him in the neck, pulling it from his plaid shirt and sending
it spinning along the other branches. His head bounced down the
branches of the tree before finally landing on something soft and
warm. He’d barely come to terms with this new situation when a pair
of hand-like talons picked him up and turned him until he was
staring into the startled brown eyes of the young girl in whose lap
his head just landed.

Feeling it best to be polite, Wander said,
“Um, ’scuse me, Miss,”

The girl let out a shriek and tossed his head
away from her to bounce across the forest floor before finally
stopping upside-down beside a tree. Wander’s new perspective was
unusual, but it did let him get a better look at the girl who
stopped his fall. She looked to be near Samara’s age, not quite in
her teens but no longer a toddler either. Her skin was deeply
tanned, and a mess of black hair adorned her head and hung to just
below her shoulders. Her clothes were clearly hand-me-downs, the
shirt tied off just above her stomach and the shorts held around
her waist by a cracked leather belt. It was her wings, however that
caught his interest; instead of arms, the girl had large,
black-feathered wings with small patches of white feathers around
her elbows and three-clawed talons where most people had hands. Her
legs ended in bird talons as well, both the talons and the scaled
skin below her knees as black as her feathers.

Wander gave the harpy an apologetic smile and
said, “Sorry, Miss. I didn’t mean to scare ya.”

The young harpy stared at him for a few
moments before managing to say, “Y-you’re a scarecrow!”

“Well, yeah,” Wander admitted, “But I ain’t
scared any lately, honest.”

She jumped as Wander’s pair of straw-filled
overalls landed in a tangle behind her.

“Ah,” Wander said, his stitched grin
widening. “Here comes the rest of me now.”

His straw-filled shirt fell into a nearby
bush a few moments later, followed by the clip-clop of his heavy
boots bouncing off the forest floor. Wander couldn’t help but sigh
as he watched the pants try to stand on their own while his arms
wrestled with the bush, only succeeding in getting even more
tangled in the process. His control over himself suffered greatly
the more pieces of him were detached, and it was hard to be more
detached than he was at that moment.

“Um, Miss?” Wander asked, “If it ain’t a
bother, could ya help me pull myself together? I’d be much
obliged.”

“Um … s-sure, I guess.”

Still looking shaken, the harpy girl brought
Wander’s shirt, overalls, and boots over to his head. She paused
for a moment before picking up his head and placing it gingerly
over his shirt collar. Straw bent and stretched as his head
reattached to his body. He raised his arms to adjust his head when
he realized he was still missing something.

“Oh, shoot,” he said, staring at the
straw-filled sleeves. “My gloves must still be up there
somewhere.”

He tried moving them, but they were stuck
somehow. He was just wondering if he could climb one of the nearby
trees when the harpy girl leapt into the air with a flap of her
wings and quickly vanished into the leafy canopy, returning with
his gloves and hat a few moments later. She held out his gloves, an
uncertain look on her face. He held out his arms. The straw
stretched out and attached to that of the gloves, pulling them back
into place.

“Ah, much better,” he said as he rubbed his
wrists. “Thank ya kindly!”

“S’okay,” she said, a hesitant smile on her
face. “What happened to you anyway?”

“Fell off the side of my island.” He pointed
to his hat, still in the harpy girl’s talons. “Chasing that, as a
matter of fact.”

“Huh? Oh … here!”

She handed him back his hat. He moved to put
it back on his head, only for it to jerk out of his hands.

“Hey!” he said, this time catching the hat
firmly by the brim. It went limp in his hands as something bright
flew out from under it.

The girl gasped. “That’s a wisp!”

“A what?” Wander said, staring at the little
thing. It looked to be nothing more than a small orb of blue light,
yet the way it moved made it seem alive. The glowing outline of
shard-like wings glimmered faintly in the air around the little
being.

“My Gran says they’re like baby fairies,”
said the harpy, “But I think she was lying. I flew through a nest
of fairies once, and they just look like littler versions of us.
Plus, they bite.” A worried look fell over her face. “Um, you
aren’t going to bite, are you?”

The wisp circled the harpy girl a few times
before burying themselves in her hair. She shrieked and ran her
talons through her hair, but the wisp darted out of her grasp.

“Gran told me they were little
troublemakers.” She stuck her tongue out at the wisp.

“Hang on,” Wander said, looking at the wisp
as realization set in. “You’re why my hat kept flying away.”

The wisp shuddered, wings dipping slightly in
a manner that Wander couldn’t help but feel was apologetic.

Wander let out a sigh and smiled at the
little flying light. “Well, I guess you meant no harm. You got a
name, wisp?”

The wisp hesitated a moment before shaking
quickly from side to side.

“No? Well, I’m Wander and this is … er …”

“Niki,” said Niki as the wisp slowly emerged
from behind her. It let out a soft hum as it seemed to examine her
face, only to zoom over to Wander a moment later and do the same to
him.

“Right,” Wander said, pushing his hat back on
his head. “Nice to meet you.”

The wisp flew around their heads excitedly
for a few moments, letting out a pleasant hum noise that filled
Wander’s head with happy thoughts.

“Merry little fellow, aren’t ya?” Wander
said.

The wisp bobbed up and down for a moment
before flying excitedly around Wander’s head again.

“Merry?” Niki said, her eyes wide as the wisp
bobbed up and down again.

“Well, gotta call it something, I guess.”
Wander held out his hand. “Nice to meet ya, Merry!”

The wisp moved to Wander’s hand. A brief
feeling of warmth filled Wander as the wisp touched his glove. The
wisp darted away a moment later but remained close to Wander’s
shoulder.

Chuckling, Wander glanced around a moment
before asking, “So what’s this place anyway?”

“I-I don’t know,” Niki admitted. “I’m lost
too. I was with my flock and I … I got blown off course.” Her
cheeks burned as she admitted, “I’m not a very good flyer.”

“Well, if it makes ya feel better, you did
better than me,” Wander told her. “Didn’t even see the edge of my
field before I went over. I’m just glad I landed here near someone
nice.”

A smile spread across Niki’s face. “Thanks,”
she said, “You’re nice too, Wander.”

“Aw, shucks,” Wander said, two patches of red
fabric appearing on his cheeks for a few moments. Shaking his head,
he said, “Wait, didja say yer flock just left ya behind?”

“I don’t think they meant to,” Niki said,
rubbing her elbows with her claws. “We left our last home so fast
that we didn’t get all our stuff. I went back for something
important during a rest stop, but everyone was gone by the time I
got back.”

“Your last home?” Wander asked.

“We’ve left a lot of homes,” she said
sadly.

“Well, don’t you worry,” said Wander kindly,
“Me an’ Merry’ll stick around until they come back for ya. Ain’t
that right, Merry?”

She looked from Wander to the bobbing form of
Merry. “A-are you sure?”

“Yeah!” Wander said, “I’d be glad to keep ya
company. Ain’t got anywhere else to go anyway.”

“What about your field?” Niki asked.

“Oh, I’m sure it’s still up there,” Wander
said, waving a leather glove dismissively at the sky. “Besides, I
kinda want a look around here anyway. I’ve been starin’ at grain
for so long it’s nice to see a place a mite more colorful.”

“But my wings … you really don’t mind
travelling with a …” she hesitated a moment before closing her eyes
and finishing, “A crow?”

“Why should I?” Wander asked with a shrug.
“You seem nice.”

She stared at him open-mouthed for a moment
before pointing a claw into the woods. “L-let’s go that way!”

“Sounds good to me,” Merry perched on the top
of Wander’s hat as he strode forward, Niki walking beside him.


 Chapter 3

The Patchwork Woods

Wander may not have remembered much about
himself or his past, but he did have a rough idea what a forest
should be: tall trees and bushes, clumps of grass along the worn
dirt paths, perhaps a river crossing through here and there and an
animated musical’s assortment of wildlife. While the forest he,
Merry, and Niki now occupied certainly had all those things, there
were nevertheless details that Wander couldn’t help but feel
weren’t quite right.

For starters, he was pretty sure tree leaves
should be green, or in the very least the autumn range of red,
yellow, and orange. They shouldn’t be striped, plaid, or otherwise
patterned with three, four, or sometimes even five other colors on
a single leaf, yet the leaves of the nearby trees were just that.
Wander plucked one such leaf from a tree and found its texture was
very much like that of his plaid shirt, complete with a starch-like
stiffness that slowly faded once the leaf was separated from the
tree. The edges of the leaves felt rough to the touch and stuck
together easily, causing fallen leaves to link together like scraps
of mismatched fabric abandoned across the forest floor.

Far from being concerned about this
strangeness, the local wildlife seemed to have fully adapted to the
nature of the patchwork trees. Birds collected fallen patches to
build nests for their young. Fallen nests were claimed by small
bunnies with tiny ram-like horns. The rambits used the nests to
camouflage their burrows as well as an ample source of food.

Merry found it all fascinating and hurried
from place to place so that they could see everything, usually
startling the wildlife in the process. Wander did his best to look
after the wisp, though given his clumsiness, perhaps he should’ve
watched where he was going instead. Luckily for him, Niki had a
knack for spotting upcoming trouble. She was there in an instant to
catch him and pull him back every time he nearly stumbled into a
stream or a thorny bush. She also kept an eye on Merry, stopping
the wisp several times before its curiosity got it into
trouble.

“Honestly,” she said, shaking her head at
both Wander and Merry moments after stopping them from plowing
directly through a thick cluster of spider webs stretching between
two trees just off the path. “Have you always been this
clumsy?”

“I don’t know,” Wander admitted. “I mean, I
did fall off my island, but I never had any trouble on my
field.”

Rolling her eyes, she said, “Well, yeah, but
a field’s just a big flat space.”

“I had a hill.”

“I’m just saying, Wander. Watch it!”

Her wings wrapped around his arm and pulled
him back, his foot inches away from being caught under a
particularly gnarled root crossing the path.

“Thanks,” he said, stepping over the
root.

She tutted at him as they continued down the
path. “Good thing I went with you; you’d be in pieces again before
you managed to get out of the woods.”

“Ah, so this is a forest then,” Wander
said.

She gave him a strange look. “Um, yeah. You
can tell by the, y’know, trees.”

“Didn’t have any trees on my field,” he told
her. “Just the wheat. Lots of that, though.”

“Yeah, but surely you’ve seen a tree
somewhere else before.”

Wander rubbed his chin as he considered this.
“I guess.”

“You guess?” Niki said, sounding
surprised.

“Well … I must have. I mean, even if I don’t
know what kind of trees they are, I can tell they’re trees,” he
told her. “But if I saw trees before, I must’ve forgotten them
along with everything else.”

“You lost your memory?” asked Niki.

“Yeah, pretty much everything before sitting
on my field.” he admitted, “’cept my name, of course. Glad I was
smart enough to weave it in my hat. See?”

“And that’s it?” she asked, her eyes darting
momentarily to the letters on Wander’s hat. “You don’t remember
anything else?”

“Not a thing,” he told her. “Just that I was
walkin’ in my field when I stopped to try and remember. I guess I
got trapped in my think.”

“And how long were you thinking?” she asked,
raising a curious eyebrow at him.

He considered this for a few moments without
shrugging. “Dunno. Now that you mention it, I don’t think I’ve ever
seen the sun go down.”

“The sun? You mean the Solarius?” Niki said,
again sounding surprised. “Why would it go down?”

“Well …” Wander said, staring at the distant
glowing orb through the leaves of the trees. He was certain the sun
was supposed to go up and down, whatever people called it, but just
like with the trees, he wasn’t sure why he thought that way. “I
guess I forgot a lot more than my name.”

Niki stared at him for a long moment before
hugging his arm.

“Don’t worry,” she told him, “I’ll look after
you like you two were my sisters.”

“Don’t you mean brother? I mean, at least for
me,” Wander quickly amended as Merry fluttered in front of his eyes
in an agitated manner. “Not trying to suppose anything on you,
Merry.”

Niki laughed. “Don’t be silly. Harpies are
never boys. I guess you’re right, though. Watch out for the
hole.”

“Huh? Oh!” Wander hopped over a small hole in
the road. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” she said, swinging her wings as
she skipped beside him. “It’s what big sisters are for, yeah?”

“Big sister?” Wander repeated, looking down
at her. “But you’re shorter tha-whoa!”

Wander’s feet slipped on a small rock lying
on the path and fell face-first to the ground, his hat landing just
ahead of him. Niki crouched in front of him and smiled as he pushed
himself off the
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