The Pathfinders of Alk Script

by Billy Leavenworth

Prologue

Open on a dark basement. A candle passes over a pile of junk in a corner. When it illuminates a canteen marked J, the wielder of the candle reaches out and takes it.

BOY: Ah, there it is.

There is some knocking upstairs. The BOY looks up sharply.

MOTHER: Johnny? Are you in there?

BOY: Oh, no.

The Boy scampers off to the window, crawls through, and comes out in the backyard.

MOTHER: Listen, your father and I are sorry we have to... Johnny?

BOY: (whispers) I'm sorry, Mother.

The Boy starts running again. Mother's face appears in the bedroom's open window.

MOTHER: JOHNNY? NO!

Mother races down the stairs, a horrified look on her face. Father comes out of the living room, visibly concerned.

FATHER: What is it? What happened?

MOTHER: I thought you said you locked him in his room!

FATHER: I did!

MOTHER: And  his window?

FATHER: No, but...

MOTHER: Damn it, Harold, you know the boy can climb!

They run to the back porch, but the Boy is already a speck on the horizon.

MOTHER: NO! JOHNNY, DON'T GO! PLEASE! COME BACK!

Mother collapses in Father's arms, tears streaming down her eyes.

MOTHER: Come back...

Father holds Mother in silence, watching the horizon, a sad look on his face.

NARRATOR: In Dermenia, there is a book called Nautical Fantasma. It is the subject of a famous legend... Some believe it's only a legend, but in truth, they are too afraid to discover for themselves. It's banned, of course... for whenever one reads from this book, they are filled with the desire to journey to the mythical place called Naut. There is only one problem...

Cut to a scene of a hot desert. In the sand is a bleached skull... near it is a rusted canteen, which bears the letter J.

NARRATOR: Naut is on the other side of a desert.

Chapter One- Enter Alk

The chapter opens on some salt flats, which are sparsely populated by giant boulders. The landscape is flat for as far as the eye can see, and the sun is shining brightly. On the horizon is a black shape... as it comes closer, it appears to be a very young boy, wearing a huge backpack full of equipment. This is Hobbie.

As Hobbie passes one of the boulders, a creature becomes visible. It seems to be some kind of chameleon. It was hiding from Hobbie.

CHAMELEON: Heh, heh. A victim! Oh boy!

The Chameleon darts behind every passing boulder as it tries to outflank Hobbie. As it comes to the final hiding place, directly in front of Hobbie, it snickers in anticipation.

CHAMELEON: Heh, heh... showtime. C'mon, Zeek, show this kid what you're made of!

As Hobbie draws near, Zeek lunges out at him. He opens a pair of huge wings, each of which has a pattern that faintly resembles a lizard.

ZEEK: Kyaa! Lizard attack!!

Zeek lands in front of him, waiting for a response. Hobbie simply stares.

HOBBIE: Hi.

ZEEK: Hi?! That's it?? That's all I get??

HOBBIE: ...Your wings are very pretty.

Zeek starts bashing his head against the boulder.

ZEEK: Gah! They're pretty! Add insult to injury, why don't you?! ...Ow. That one hurt.

HOBBIE: Uh... my name's Hobbie. It's nice to meet you.

He extends his hand, but Zeek is busy throwing a tantrum. He barely notices the gesture.

ZEEK: Nobody ever gets scared! Why? The setup was perfect!

HOBBIE: Well. I guess I'll be on my way then.

ZEEK: And it totally looks like a pack of lizards coming right at you! ...Doesn't it? I haven't looked in the mirror for a while... Huh?

He suddenly notices that Hobbie is continuing his journey. He runs to catch up.

ZEEK: Don't think I can just let you go like that! I rule these parts, you know.

HOBBIE: Where?

ZEEK: Well... those boulders... over there...

HOBBIE: You'd better get back to your kingdom, then.

ZEEK: Say, where are you going, anyway? There isn't much out here worth coming for, you know.

HOBBIE: I'm going to Naut.

ZEEK: ...Ah. I should have guessed. Heh, heh... you read that book, didn't you?

HOBBIE: Book?

ZEEK: Yeah. You know? Naughty Cow Fantawana?

HOBBIE: No. I just heard that Naut was a really great place.

ZEEK: REALLY.

Zeek picks up a skull, and uses it like a puppet.

ZEEK: Did you hear about Alk? Great place. I love it as much as life itself... It's kind of like life, too. You know? Nobody gets out alive. Hah!

He tosses the skull aside and hurries to catch up.

ZEEK: So if you didn't read that book, why are you all the way out here?

HOBBIE: I want to establish a trail from Dermenia to Naut.

ZEEK: ...What.

HOBBIE: It sounds like such a nice place, I decided it really should be connected with the rest of the world.

Zeek collapses in the sand from fits of laughter. After a while, he gets up and chases after Hobbie.

ZEEK: Heh heh... oh, I gotta see how this ends. Tell you what, kid: I'm gonna stick around for a while. Name's Zeek, by the way. I think you'll give me a few laughs. In return, I could show you around the place. Who knows? You might live longer with me around. I know Alk like it's my own backyard.

Hobbie scans the featureless horizon, pondering for a moment.

HOBBIE: I get the feeling I'm already well-acquainted with the desert.

ZEEK: Hardly! This is just the tip of the iceberg, buddy. Alk is huge, and there are all sorts of nutty things out there.

HOBBIE: What kinds of things?

ZEEK: Well... you know about magic right? In Dermenia, they have magic, yes?

HOBBIE: Yeah. Not very many people can use it, though.

ZEEK: Well, Naut is, like, pure magic. I've never been there myself, but I hear the magic is so thick you can cut it with a knife!

HOBBIE: Wow.

ZEEK: Yeah. Naturally, some of that's gonna leak out, right? So the closer you get to Naut, the weirder things get. Some of it's cool to look at, but most of it is downright dangerous.

HOBBIE: I'll try to be careful.

ZEEK: I don't think you're hearing me, kid! Sooner or later, the desert WILL stop you.

HOBBIE: That's ok. Pioneers like myself are used to roadblocks.

Without warning, Hobbie bumps into a rock wall. It's a cliff thirty feet high and extending to the left and to the right as far as the eye can see.

ZEEK: Roadblocks like that, you mean? AHAHA! AHAHAHAH!

HOBBIE: Is this what you were talking about? Magic?

ZEEK: Either that or  you need to watch where you're going more often!

Hobbie stands there for a while, thinking. Zeek sits in the shade, mocking him.

ZEEK: Let me know when you decide on something. I don't want to miss a minute of it!

Hobbie opens his backpack and takes out a pick ax and a rope.

ZEEK: I dunno, it looks unstable to me... I don't think you can climb it. But you're welcome to try!

HOBBIE: Oh yes. It looks very unstable.

He ties the rope to the ax, hurls it at the wall, and begins walking backwards.

ZEEK: Huh? What are you doing?

When the rope is tight, Hobbie yanks at it. The ax pulls out a huge chunk of rock. With its base weakened, the rest of the cliff comes crumbling down. When the dust settles, Hobbie simply crawls up the rubble to the top. Zeek watches, amazed.

HOBBIE: Coming?

ZEEK: (to himself) Uh huh. I DEFINITELY gotta see how this ends.

Chapter Two: Jewels and Maggots

Hobbie and Zeek pass a collapsed wagon, where several vultures are gathered. Hobbie observes the wreckage for a moment, then moves forward.

ZEEK: Come on, kid. No point in stopping to watch... unless you plan to make it into a drinking game. You know, take a shot of whiskey every time you pass something that died. Or whatever you kids drink. Chocolate milk?

HOBBIE: I wonder what happened to them.

ZEEK: Out here? Could have been anything. Broken wheel, broken axle... broken ox.

HOBBIE: Huh?

ZEEK: Oh yeah! On terrain like this, it's very easy for oxen to break their legs. If you don't watch your step, it might happen to you, too.

Hobbie and Zeek walk some more across the desert.

ZEEK: You wouldn't be the first to try this, you know.

HOBBIE: What's that?

ZEEK: Building a connection with Naut. About ten years ago, some people tried building a railroad across the desert. It was a huge project. But it... heh heh... never took off.

HOBBIE: What happened?

ZEEK: Don't you remember all this? I'm sure it was huge news in Dermenia.

HOBBIE: I wasn't around back then.

ZEEK: ...Wow.

HOBBIE: So what happened?

ZEEK: It's like I told you. Things get pretty weird out here. The desert is always changing. Even I'm taken by surprise once in a while.

HOBBIE: Did the magic eat the train, or what?

ZEEK: From what I heard, they finished enough of the track that they decided to establish a train station out here. Sort of a halfway point, you know. Then they did a test run. They had a train leave the station in Dermenia, bound for the station in Alk. But when it arrived, the train station was gone, and in its place was this huge gorge. Shame it didn't have a parachute. Ha ha!

Zeek laughs for a while at his joke. When he sees Hobbie is distressed, he pulls himself together.

ZEEK: Look, I know that's a harsh example, but it's a harsh point I'm trying to make. Your mission is doomed to fail, kid. Nobody can tame this desert. Trust me, a lot of people have tried. None of them had a chance. What makes you think you're any different? Jeez, you're only... what? Nine? That's like, two human years!

HOBBIE: For what it's worth, there's one big different between me and those railroad engineers.

ZEEK: Tell me.

HOBBIE: I'm not actually establishing a connection just yet.

ZEEK: ...Yeah, I was going to say... this trail doesn't have a lot of blazing going for it.

HOBBIE: That's because I just want to get there first. There's no point in building a trail, when for all I know, we're heading to an impassible canyon, and will have to backtrack hundreds of miles. And now that you've shown me that the desert has a way of tricking you, that's just one more reason I have to get there. I'm sure once I see the real Naut, the whole desert will seem like a parlor trick.

ZEEK: And when that happens, building a trail will be no big deal, huh?

HOBBIE: I may have to use a little imagination. That's part of being a pioneer, you know.

ZEEK: Uh huh. Hey, how about imagining a little food for us? I'm starving.

Hobbie stops mid stride, turning to give Zeek a puzzled look.

HOBBIE: What did you do for food before I came along?

ZEEK: I'm not going to work for it now that I have you around! C'mon, hand that pack over. What do you got?

HOBBIE: Well, I guess we ought to take a break.

Hobbie sits down on a rock, taking off his pack. He begins rummaging through it.

HOBBIE: Do you like hardtack?

ZEEK: What tack?...

Hobbie tosses him a small cracker.

HOBBIE: Don't worry. Nobody does.

Zeek bites down and screams out of pain.

ZEEK: What's the matter with you? Trying to feed me a rock!

HOBBIE: It's not a rock. It's a cracker. You can dunk it in water if it's too hard for you.

ZEEK: You're joking, right?

Hobbie eats in silence, apparently unhampered by the cracker's hardness. Zeek stares at the cracker for a moment. He gnaws on it, bangs it on the boulder, but nothing happens. He walks a few paces and throws the cracker at the boulder. He sees a piece fly off.

HOBBIE: Did that chip it?

ZEEK: ...I think this is a piece of the boulder. (sighs) Be right back, I'm going to try to find a cliff.

Zeek disappears into the distance. Moments later, Hobbie hears him shout.

ZEEK: Whoa! Hey, kid! Look at this!

Hobbie runs over. There is the run-down entrance to a carnival, but only one booth is beyond that. It's labeled "Find the diamond in the rough and it's yours! Only $2 per person!" Beside the abandoned booth is a small sandbox.

ZEEK: Jackpot, baby! And we don't even have to pay to get in!

HOBBIE: I wouldn't bother if I were you. Someone probably already took the diamond in there. Either that, or there never was one in the first place. These carnivals are always a ripoff.

ZEEK: Oh, it's in there. See, I have sort of a sixth sense. I can sense when something really valuable is nearby. That's how I walked straight to this spot.

Zeek leaps into the sandbox and starts digging through it.

HOBBIE: Ok... but don't dangerous things live in the sand?

ZEEK: Hey, I know. Believe me, I know what's out there. This is just a little sandbox.

Suddenly, the ground around them begins to crack. They back away as the hard pan begins to crumble away, revealing more and more sand around the sandbox. It becomes apparent that an entire dune sea had existed beneath the hard pan. At the center of it all, a giant sand worm appears.

ZEEK: ...That's new.

The sand worm lunges at them. Zeek and Hobbie dodge to the left and right, letting the worm burrow into the sand. They watch it kick up sand as it snakes along the sandy floor, coming back around for another attack.

HOBBIE: Go that way! I'll go this way. Try to get back to the bedrock. Make sure you know where it is at all times!

Zeek nods, leaping out of the way as the sand worm leaps up and snaps at him. The worm makes a go for Hobbie, but the boy is too quick. After a few lunges, the worm gives up and goes after Zeek. Hobbie makes it back to land, where he sees the Zeek almost to the bedrock. But the worm cuts him off, spraying sand in his face and then preparing to eat him whole. Hobbie whips out his shovel and positions it in such a way that the harsh sunlight shines into the snake's eyes. When it recoils from the pain, Hobbie leaps at the worm, flinging a pick ax, attached to a rope, at the monster's body. He essentially lassos it. The snake thrashes about for a while, trying to see what has a hold on it. While this is going on, Hobbie beckons to Zeek.

HOBBIE: Zeek!

ZEEK: Yeah!

HOBBIE: In my pack. Some dynamite. Not too much, one stick will do.

ZEEK: Got one.

The stick is caught by some string; Zeek snaps it with his teeth. Just as he does, the snake has finally oriented itself and is leaping toward Hobbie.

HOBBIE: Give it to me! Go!

Zeek leaps out of the way. Hobbie points the fuse of the dynamite into the curve of the shovel, where the sunlight is shining so hotly it lights a fire. Moments before the snake is about to consume Hobbie, he throws the stick into its mouth and leaps out of the way. The snake dives into the sand. Moments later, the snake and a huge chunk of the sand dune is blown away.

ZEEK: You... you saved my life?

HOBBIE: Yeah. I think I did.

ZEEK: I... don't know what to say...

HOBBIE: You're a hardened desert survivor. I'm sure you'll find...

ZEEK: Yeah... I was kind of exaggerating about that. Kind of an embarrassing way to show it, heh.

HOBBIE: Don't worry about it.

ZEEK: Just the promise of diamonds... I have a weak spot for shiny things, you see.

HOBBIE: Yeah, so did he. Need a hand?

Hobbie helps Zeek up. 

ZEEK: Yeah. But listen... I know I'm not the brightest companion to have around. But I swear, I'll help you to the best of my ability from now on. Deal?

HOBBIE: Deal. Now, let's get going.

ZEEK: Okee-dok... huh?

Zeek notices something shining at the bottom of the crater.

ZEEK: What's that? Could it be...?

He rushes to dig it out.

ZEEK: It is! It's... huh?

He keeps digging. By the time he's done, he's uncovered a diamond the size of a large elephant.

ZEEK: Oh... my... it's the mother... no, god of all jewels! It's... it's...

HOBBIE: It's way too big to carry. You'll have to leave it.

ZEEK: But... we earned it!

HOBBIE: I know. It's yours. But you can't keep it.

Zeek fights back tears. Then he snaps out of it.

ZEEK: Fine... but, can you at least give me a pen?

The chapter ends with Hobbie and Zeek walking on the horizon. In the foreground, the giant diamond rests with the words "Praprtee o Zeek." Slowly, the wind blows sand on top of it.

Chapter Three: Abyss

Open with Hobbie and Zeek walking in a huge dune sea.

HOBBIE: (Voice-over) Dear diary. It's now day ten in the desert called Alk. We've exchanged the salt flats for a dune sea, and from the looks of the horizon, the exchange is permanent. This new environment makes the going much more difficult. Walking through sand is a strenuous activity in itself, but we also have to deal with uneven ground and the occasional sand storm.

Hobbie and Zeek are lying prone under a makeshift tent fastened out of tools from Hobbie's pack. Sand is blowing fiercely overhead. Here, Hobbie struggles to write in his diary.

HOBBIE: (Voice-over) Thankfully, they haven't gotten too bad yet.

Hobbie and Zeek are, again, walking through the sand. They are showing visible signs of fatigue.

HOBBIE: (Voice-over) The abrupt transition from rock to sand might explain the snake incident three days ago. Even so, I can't think of any geological reason why a thin layer of rock should cover a sea of sand in that fashion. Perhaps it wasn't natural... it could have been the snake's creation, as a way of luring prey. Even more likely than that is... there is no explanation. It could just be more of Naut's influences on the desert.

Hobbie and Zeek are walking along a ridge. Suddenly, Zeek trips and falls down to the bottom.

HOBBIE: (Voice-over) The chameleon Zeek is a strange creature, but I find him to be good company. He is rash at times, but really does know a lot about the desert. Unfortunately, what he lacks is the ability to forage in a place where there is, literally, no life whatsoever.

The pair approach a group of vultures, which scatter upon their arrival. They stare at the gooey carcass for a few moments.

HOBBIE: What do you think?

ZEEK: I'd rather eat my left leg.

HOBBIE: (Voice-over) Rations are low, but if we cut back, we should be able to pull through. Water remains our biggest asset. Zeek requires very little, thankfully. But the heat makes him sluggish. He may be a hardy desert survivor, but he wasn't built for long-distance walks in the sun. If we don't find water or shelter soon, neither of us is going to make it. Signed, Hobbie.

It's now present time. Hobbie and Zeek are still walking. Suddenly, Zeek puts his ear to the ground.

HOBBIE: Tell me you've found an underground river.

ZEEK: Someone's coming.

HOBBIE: ...What?

ZEEK: A lot of someones.

Hobbie sticks his head above the dune. On the horizon is a cloud of dust, rapidly approaching.

HOBBIE: Run!

The two try to outrun the massive army, but in vain. They are run down and surrounded. Hobbie takes his pick ax and tosses the shovel to Zeek. They observe their attackers... it's an army of giant rats.

HOBBIE: What do they want with us?

ZEEK: What do you think? They're going to eat us. Make them fight for it!

The rats lunge. Hobbie and Zeek knock a few of them out, but are quickly overpowered. Hobbie blacks out... when he wakes up, his skin is covered in scratches, his clothes are torn... and his pack is gone. So is Zeek.

HOBBIE: What... what happened? Oh no... (he sees his pack is missing). Zeek? Zeek, where are you?

He finds a tip of Zeek's wing sticking out of the sand. He pulls him out. Zeek is also covered in scratches, and one of his wings has a huge hole in it, but otherwise he appears to be fine.

ZEEK: (cough) Who's it... oh, hey kid.

He sees the hole in his wing.

ZEEK: Oh no... what is this? What happened?

HOBBIE: Zeek... they took my pack.

ZEEK: My wing... I don't know what I'll ever do now... I'm hopelessly scarred...

HOBBIE: Zeek!

ZEEK: What?

HOBBIE: They took my pack.

Zeek stares into space a moment as it dawns on him.

ZEEK: They took it?... but... the tent! The hardtack!

HOBBIE: I know.

ZEEK: What are we gonna do, Hobbie?

HOBBIE: I don't know.

ZEEK: You mean...?

Hobbie says nothing, he just keeps walking forward. Reluctantly, Zeek chooses to follow him. They walk for hours. By now, Hobbie and Zeek are on the verge of collapse.

ZEEK: How... how big is this desert? It feels like we've walked a million miles...

HOBBIE: It only... feels... that way. These... dunes... give... the illusion... of progress.

ZEEK: I don't... I don't think I can... go on... much...  longer...

HOBBIE: Murphy's law, Zeek.

ZEEK: Huh?

Hobbie makes a gesture with his right hand.

HOBBIE: There'll be... an oasis... right on that... horizon...

He trails off as he collapses in the sand. Zeek shakes his head wearily, dragging himself forward.

ZEEK: I bet it all on you, kid. Can't believe you let me down...

Zeek collapses, tumbling down the side of a dune. At the bottom, he finds himself face to face with a rusty faucet, next to a sign that reads "Twist for water." Zeek smiles.

ZEEK: Heh... oasis on the horizon? It's your lucky day, Hobbie...

Feebly, Zeek reaches up and twists the stubborn knob. He then sticks his head under the faucet, but nothing happens. Moments later, he feels droplets of water on his belly... which is not under the faucet.

ZEEK: Huh?

He crawls out and stares at the sky. Just as he thought, rain begins to fall. Not just any rain... torrential rain. He sticks out his tongue and drinks it in.

ZEEK: Once in a hundred years...

After drinking his fill, Zeek climbs the dune and goes to revive Hobbie.

ZEEK: Hey, kid! Wake up! The god has officially left the machine!

Hobbie slowly opens his eyes. He shakes his head and groans.

HOBBIE: I'm in no condition for metaphors, Zeek.

ZEEK: I mean it's raining, buddy! Get up!

Hobbie drinks a few more drops and stands up.

HOBBIE: This could be bad. It might be acidic, or laced with dangerous metals... Who knows what a desert can do to the rain?

ZEEK: So it isn't purified mineral water from the slopes of Mt. Longhorn. Who cares? Drink it!

Hobbie drinks his fill. After resting for a few moments, he feels much better. He gives Zeek a smile.

HOBBIE: I think I can go on.

ZEEK: That's the spirit!

They walk some more. The rain continues for hours, and it doesn't seem to ever let up. 

HOBBIE: When do you think it'll stop?

ZEEK: Why?

HOBBIE: I don't think this much water is good for the desert.

ZEEK: I can't believe you just said that. The desert needs all the water it can get!

HOBBIE: Well... let me put it this way. I don't think this much water is good for us.

ZEEK: Now you're just talking crazy.

They hear a low rumbling sound.

HOBBIE: ...Oh, no.

Suddenly, the ground gives way beneath them. A huge circular portion of the desert literally collapses, falling a whole three hundred feet. Dazed, Hobbie and Zeek lift themselves up.

ZEEK: What was that?

HOBBIE: A sinkhole... are you hurt?

ZEEK: I don't think so. Where are we?

HOBBIE: It looks like this is a cave. We are very fortunate.

ZEEK: What? First we get our supplies stolen by bandits, and then we're swallowed alive by the earth? How are we...

HOBBIE: We are still alive. There are thousands of souls out here who couldn't say the same.

ZEEK: Can we climb?

HOBBIE: Not without my supplies. Come on.

Hobbie and Zeek take one of the tunnels. As they go deeper, it becomes darker.

ZEEK: Wow, it's dark... Hobbie? Is that you? ...OW.

HOBBIE: Here, take my hand. It'll be pitch-black soon, and we'll have to move by touch.

ZEEK: You mean it isn't pitch-black now?

HOBBIE: Not even close.

They go deeper. It eventually does get pitch-black. But they keep moving. Suddenly, Hobbie falls off a ledge, taking Zeek with him. They hit the ground four feet away.

HOBBIE: Ugh...

ZEEK: That didn't help my morale.

HOBBIE: Come on. We have to go on.

ZEEK: I wish we didn't.

They continue on. Suddenly, they notice a light in the tunnel.

ZEEK: Is it... an exit?

HOBBIE: That's not sunlight.

They move toward the light. Soon they find themselves in a cavern full of torches. Several tunnels lead out in each direction, all crudely lit with torches. They watch in silence for a minute.

HOBBIE: Something lives in here.

A noise echoes from one of the tunnels. They hear a cry of anger.

HOBBIE: Let's go! It hears us!

They run into one of the tunnels. The lighting isn't good, so they keep tripping.

ZEEK: Ow! Hobbie...

Loud clapping sounds echo into the tunnel. They are getting closer.

ZEEK: What is it?

HOBBIE: I don't know. Could be a minotaur. I read that they occupy maze labyrinths like this one. They aren't kind to visitors!

ZEEK: Well I... ow! Hobbie, it's no use. It knows these tunnels better than we do! We can't outrun it!

HOBBIE: We have to try.

They turn a corner into another lit cavern. There, they see the silhouette of a massive creature, glowering down at them. They freeze in place. Hobbie turns to run, with Zeek following suit.

HOBBIE: Go!

The creature throws a lasso, catching Hobbie by the legs. Moments later, it has Zeek also. It hangs them to a ledge upside-down. 

MONSTER: How did you get in here?!

ZEEK: Please... don't eat us...

MONSTER: Wouldn't dream of it. You've got no meat on your bones, just like every other piece of carrion this damned desert produces. But I might kill you for sport. I get awful bored down here, you know.

HOBBIE: What do you want from us?

MONSTER: You invaded my home. What I want is solitude, and you've just ruined that for me.

ZEEK: We didn't mean to, honest... There was a sinkhole... we didn't mean to come here...

MONSTER: A likely story. You're prospectors, likelier still. Come down here looking for treasure. Well, I'm all you get. An ungodly mutation with one hell of a temper.

HOBBIE: We're not here for treasure. We were just trying to get to Naut...

MONSTER: Naut. Of course. Everyone thinks they can cross the desert into that dreamland. You want to know what happens to you when you try to find Naut? THIS!

The monster swings a torch over her body, showing them that she is really a female centaur.

MONSTER: Look what this desert did to me! I have hooves... a mane for the flies... a hide.... how it smells ... and my mind... the horse is always trying to take over... always trying... damn it, I WAS HUMAN!

The centaur tosses the torch aside. Now her face is lit from below, casting long shadows.

MONSTER: This is what happens to dreamers. This is where we end up. At the edge of the world, staring into an abyss that seems the only way out. I cannot leave, you see. The horse in my head... it longs to roam free over the rolling hills. I must suppress it!

HOBBIE: But it's not too late for us. We can still make it. We've made it this far...

MONSTER: This far? You're captives in a monster's cave. In a minute I'll be throwing both of you into that pit over there. Any last words?

HOBBIE: But you have to let us go! You can help us realize the dream that once made you brave enough to walk headlong into a desert wasteland! I know there's still some of that dreamer in you!

MONSTER: I'm a barn animal now. I have no dreams. Come on, you can give me better last words than that...

ZEEK: What's your name?

The centaur jerks and turns to Zeek, startled. She stares at him curiously.

MONSTER: Excuse me?

ZEEK: What is your name?

MONSTER: ...My name... it's Tess.

ZEEK: Tess.

He opens his wings, which in the confines of the cave, seem larger than usual. Tess jumps back.

ZEEK: Look at me. I am a chameleon, and I have wings. My parents didn't have them. My siblings didn't have them. I am an ungodly mutation.

He stretches his wings for a moment, letting the words sink in.

ZEEK: I cannot fly. Believe me, I've tried countless times. These wings have patterns. They faintly resemble lunging chameleons, as you can see. I suppose they're designed to trick predators, but they fail at that, too. Nobody has ever been scared by my wings.

Tess hangs her head.

ZEEK: Why, then, don't I go into hiding? Because, like it or not, useful or not, these wings are part of who I am. I have a distinctive trait that no other lizard can claim for itself. I think that's something to be proud of.

TESS: Wings are one thing. But this... this is just UGLY.

ZEEK: Tess. You are not ugly.

Tess says nothing.

ZEEK: No. You've just been in this cave for too long. You can be beautiful, I can tell. You have pretty eyes and the grace of a horse. You're taller, faster, and stronger than you've ever been before. A cave is no place for you. If you're still going to toss me into that pit, let these be my last words: give in to that horse in your head just a little. Go for a run across the desert landscape. I'm sure you will enjoy it.

Tess stands there for a moment, processing what she's just heard. Swiftly, fluidly, she produces a knife and cuts both of them down. She picks up the torch and begins to turn.

TESS: Where did you come in from?

HOBBIE: This way.

Hobbie leads her down the correct tunnel. With a torch in their possession, they have no trouble navigating. Soon, they come out to the sinkhole. The cavern floor is covered in mud, and the rain is still coming through. Tess drops the torch, and, as if in a trance, begins walking slowly into the rain.

TESS: I have not been above ground in four months. Sometimes I would go right up to the mouth of the cave, but I couldn't summon the courage... just to step outside... out of fear... it would take over...

Standing in the rain, Tess lifts her arms up high. She breaths deep, taking in the fresh air. Suddenly, a horse's face flashes across her mind. She stumbles backwards, gasping. The image appears again and again. She puts her hands against her temples and tenses to run, but holds her ground. In her mind's eye, she sees a fiery horse running straight toward her. As it collides, it sends a massive wave of fire into the sky. She screams out, and then rears back on her hind legs triumphantly, just as the fiery horse rears back in her mind's eye. The process complete, Tess falls to her knees, and bursts into tears. Hobbie approaches her, tentatively.

HOBBIE: Are you ok?

Tess quickly composes her self. She turns to look at him with a smile. Hobbie is shocked to see that she truly is quite beautiful.

TESS: I want to go with you. To Naut.

Hobbie nods, returning the smile.

HOBBIE: To Naut.

Tess returns to the cave to get her things. Hobbie approaches Zeek.

HOBBIE: You handled that very well.

ZEEK: Crisis brings out the best in me.

HOBBIE: I think that makes us about even now.

ZEEK: Thanks, kid.

Chapter Four: A Better Life

Hobbie and Zeek are standing at the cave's entrance. Hobbie is checking some small bags that belong to Tess, while Zeek is staring at the sky. The rain stopped about an hour ago, and already the desert is nearly as dry as it used to be. Tess comes out of the cave with a leather object that resembles a belt. She straps this to her "waist" where her upper body is connected to the lower. On each side is a gun holster, and in the back are some strings for strapping down bags.

TESS: Did you fill the skins in time?

HOBBIE: Yes. Are you sure you can carry all of this?

TESS: I could carry a lot more, believe me.

HOBBIE: Then I guess we're about ready.

TESS: I'm sorry about the food. There's not much else in the caves that you could eat.

ZEEK: At this point, we'd be glad for anything. I haven't eaten in days.

TESS: Glad to hear it. All right, climb aboard.

ZEEK: ...What? You want us to... ride you?

TESS: You'd just slow me down if you walked. Anyway, I gave you boys a good scare earlier. You deserve a rest.

Hobbie gives her a strange look, but shrugs it off. He and Zeek climb on her back. She throws a worried look toward the cave, then begins a trot into the desert.

HOBBIE: What is it?

TESS: Just a little homesickness. I know it's strange, since my time in the cave wasn't the happiest I ever had. But at least it was safe.

HOBBIE: If you don't mind, I'd like to hear how you... ah, got this way.

ZEEK: Yeah. We've got all the time in the world, you know.

TESS: (sighs) My memory's a little foggy. It was quite the traumatizing experience, and I think I was literally going insane in that cave. 

HOBBIE: It's all right. You don't have to...

TESS: But I'll do my best.

Flashback to a Dermenian countryside. Tess is seen riding a horse through a field, herding cattle together.

TESS: I was a country girl back then. My father owned one of the most successful ranches in Dermenia. Clay Carson Family Ranch, he called it. I was well off, but very sheltered. Apart from where I could go hiking or on horseback, I knew nothing about the world outside our land.

Tess is shown doing various activities on the ranch, from tending to the chickens to shooting in a homemade firing range. Next, she is shown leaning on a fence post, staring at the dirt road stretching to the horizon.

TESS: One day, my father decided to take me with him on one of his regular trips to the city. I remember him saying how it wasn't good for me to "be all cooped up inside that farmhouse." So, with my mother's approval, I got my first taste of real big city life.

Tess is seen riding in her father's horse drawn carriage through the streets of a city. She stares in awe at the buildings and throngs of people.

TESS: While my father tended to business, I did a little exploring. One of the first buildings I happened upon was a sort of pawn shop. The shopkeeper was clearly a shady man, but in my excitement I failed to notice. He showed me a few examples of what he had to sell... all strange items that I had never seen before. Well, with my limited experience, I could only think of one thing I could possibly want to buy. So I asked him: "Do you have any books?"

Tess pauses. Hobbie and Zeek exchange glances. Zeek grins.

TESS: I remember the smile on his face as he told me, "I have just the thing." He pulls out a dusty tome and slapped it on the counter. It was very thick, but he assured me it was so good, I would get through it in a matter of days. What attracted me the most was the cover... a beautiful array of colors and designs weaved into two equally exotic words: Nautical Fantasma.

Tess is shown gazing at the fateful book. She reaches into her purse and hands the man his money.

TESS: As I handed over the cash, the shadiness of the deal began to sink in. This made the book all the more appealing, so as I returned to the carriage, I was sure to hide the book under the other things I bought that day.

Back at the farm, Tess is reading the book in the shade of a tree on the outskirts of the farm. In the next scene, she is reading the book under moonlight. Apparently, she hadn't moved all day.

TESS: The book consumed my life. I read it from cover to cover, absorbing every word like a sponge. I had scarcely closed the book when my mind was made: I was going to Naut.

Tess drops the book, stands up, and starts leaving the house. As she does, she passes her father, who asks her where she's going. She responds by moving even faster. Concerned, her father tries to catch up, but she begins to run. Alarmed, he goes to the barn, gets his horse, and chases her down. Later, she is back  in her room, where both her father and her mother are questioning her. She says nothing.

TESS: I knew it was hurting them, but I could not say why. I knew that as soon as I opened my mouth, a flurry of praise for this wonderful place called Naut would come out. My parents knew the legend, of course... most country folk are very superstitious. Naturally, if they knew what I wanted to do, they would lock me up like a prisoner and never let me go. Eventually, they gave up. Until I had an explanation, I was grounded.

When her parents leave, Tess grabs a sheet of paper and starts scribbling.

TESS: It gave me time to plan my escape. I did try again... and again... and again. But my father was as good at hunting as he was at farming. No matter how far I got, he always found me. The word got out to the neighbors as well, so I truly had nowhere to hide.

Tess is shown in her room, staring contently at the pages of her secret book. Suddenly, the door is thrown open, and her father walks in. Before she can hide it, her father takes it from her.

TESS: Eventually, my parents found the book. I remember the look on my father's face... so horrified, so disappointed, so heartbroken. I also remember that I didn't care. My secret was out... that's all I cared about.

Tess is shown sitting on her bed, frowning at the wall. The door comes open, and both her parents are there, smiling.

TESS: Their reaction surprised me. They were going to help me get to Naut. They explained that, according to the legend, nobody can be dissuaded from making their journey, and that they didn't want to make me a prisoner in my own home. They also figured it was time for me to go out on my own... most other girls my age were already married. I take after my father, you know... we're both the adventurous type. He said this would be a good experience for me. Deep down, though, I'm sure he knew he would never see me again.

Tess and her father are sitting at the dinner table, where he is explaining various aspects of wilderness survival.

TESS: Somehow, this decision helped make me civilized again. I was willing to stay as long as it took to get me prepared. I already had camping experience, but my father told me what I would need to survive in the true wilderness, when there was no home to go back to. He gave me supplies... top-of-the-line canvas, fresh rope, and two shiny new revolvers, each with a leather holster. But most important of all... he gave me a blessing.

Tess's father is shown introducing her to an old man dressed in robes. The old man is friendly, and shakes her hand.

TESS: Magic is a rare gift in Dermenia. My father is a rich man, but he was also lucky to have a personal connection with a magician. He knew that, no matter how strong or courageous I was, I didn't have a chance against the desert's magic... so he gave me my own.

The magician takes a bucketful of dust, says a chant over it, and sprinkles it all over Tess's body.

TESS: It was a protection spell, designed to ward off evil magic attacks. The dust had no particular worth... as long as any dust was in contact with my person, the magic was in effect. This would be no problem in the desert. I was set.

Tess is seen riding her horse into the desert. She waves farewell to her parents in a tear-filled goodbye.

TESS: Father let me keep my favorite horse. If he could not be my companion in Alk, my horse, whom I had been friends with since it was a foal, was the best thing for me.

Tess is seen riding the featureless salt flats on her horse. Her head is hanging low.

TESS: The going was hard, but I could not turn back. This was my life now. I would ride through the desert until I found Alk... or until death found me.

Tess is shown collapsing in the sand. She turns around to see her horse collapsed from exhaustion.

TESS: Death found my horse first.

She nudges the horse a few times, but it doesn't respond. She waits there a full minute, then moves on.

TESS: It never occurred to me that I might have to make the journey without a mount, so it was quite a shock. Still, there was nothing for me to do put push onward.

Tess is shown dragging her feet through the sand. She appears to be on the end of her rope.

TESS: I walked for days, far longer than I would've expected. But it was mostly a battle to survive... I hardly made any progress. I could feel my life slipping away with every step. My eyes began to close reflexively... when I forced them open, I saw... a miracle.

Tess finds herself standing in front of an oasis. With arms wide open, she walks forward, right into the water.

TESS: I was so happy... in that moment, I knew nothing could keep me from getting my wish. I felt like I was on top of the world. I got carried away... when I saw that the oasis belong to someone else, I got defensive.

When Tess gets to be waist-deep, a fairy appears from nowhere. It screams, "Hey! Get out! You're getting my pond dirty!" To which Tess replies, "Scram, you little pest! I need this water!"

TESS: The fairy threatened to curse me. This just made me even bolder. I told it to go ahead... I wasn't afraid. It told me it knew just the curse, and with a flap of its wings, it cursed me, saying I would now be as lowly as the creatures I used to tend to at the ranch. I laughed... but to my surprise, the fairy was also laughing.

Tess says, "You stupid thing, can't you see? Your curse failed. I've got a spell of my own!" In response, the fairy says, "Oh, I can see that. I can also see the weakness you seem to have forgotten about. Take a step and see!"

TESS: I did as the fairy said... I took a step, and immediately I felt that something was different. I walked some more... and then I saw it. My legs were covered with fur, and my feet had become hooves. I turned my head, and saw it all... the entire lower body of a horse! Then it dawned on me... by standing in the water, I had removed the protective coating of dust from my legs, and so they were the only part of my body to receive the curse!

The fairy laughs some more. It says, "Now, run horsie. Run."

TESS: That's when I first felt the horse's mind trying to take over. I was panicked, confused, shocked. I did run, but only in an effort to outrun the horse inside of me. I must've run for hours... I was sunburned, wind-whipped, choking back tears. Now I could never go home... my parents might not recognize me, and they certainly wouldn't accept me back as their child. I was ignorant of my new body's capabilities, so I didn't know to stop... I probably would have run until I died of shock if I hadn't found that cave.

Tess is shown stepping tentatively into the gaping mouth of the cave.

TESS: The horse was less of a menacing presence while I was in the cave. Perhaps it found my mind a less inviting place if the body couldn't run free... or perhaps it was because my mind was gone entirely. Either way... this is where my story ends.

The three of them are silent. Hobbie and Zeek stare sadly at the desert floor.

HOBBIE: I'm sorry to hear what you've been through.

Tess just shrugs her shoulders. She clenches her jaw, as if fighting back her emotions.

TESS: It already feels like a past life. Like it was all just a dream, you know.

The three of them are now sitting around a campfire. Tess is passing around helpings of preserved fish.

ZEEK: Hmm... you know, for something you caught in a cave, this isn't bad!

TESS: Should I be flattered?

ZEEK: Er... I hope so.

HOBBIE: It's good, Tess. It really is.

TESS: (smiles) Thank you. Country girls gotta know how to make a good meal out of just about anything. You should have seen my mother's cookbook. You wouldn't eat some of those dishes if you knew what went in them.

Zeek finishes his fish, tosses away the bones, and stares up at the sky.

TESS: Anyway, until we manage to catch something out here, this'll have to do. This and... well, mushrooms. How was the ride, by the way?

HOBBIE: Well...

ZEEK: I think walking would have been less painful...

TESS: Sorry. I forgot what it's like to be a beginning rider... it might have been easier if I still had my horse's saddle, but I ripped it up to make this thing.

Hobbie gives Tess a strange look, but says nothing.

TESS: So how did you get in such a mess back there? You never told me.

HOBBIE: Bandits.

TESS: That doesn't surprise me.

 ZEEK: Yeah. Stupid rats. Took everything we have...

TESS: Rats??

 ZEEK: Yeah?...

TESS: That... that does surprise me.

HOBBIE: How so?

TESS: I've dealt with rats before, at home. From my experience, the only time they're aggressive is when they're hungry. If they attacked you... why didn't they eat you?

HOBBIE: I don't know... they were some unusual rats, though.

TESS: They certainly must have been! Listen, I think these rats are going to be trouble for you again. We'd better take turns keeping watch.

Tess looks up and sees that everyone is asleep.

TESS: Oh, come on. I know you're still awake.

She gets no response.

TESS: Fine, I'll humor you. I need to do some thinking anyway.

Tess gets up and walks to the top of a nearby sand dune. She watches the starry horizon while she ponders. A white streak flashes across the sky: a shooting star.

TESS: Hmm.

Chapter Five: Rabbit's Foot

It is night time at a dark campsite. Rats are skulking around the perimeter, watching for intruders. A dark figure approaches the campsite, visible only by its high antlers. It is a jackalope. Its attention  focuses on a man in the center of the camp, who is busy talking with one of the rats. The jackalope has a flashback to an image of the man ripping an antler from a doe's head. It grimaces at the memory. Suddenly, it hears a sound. It scans the surroundings, looking to see what made the sound. As it does, a hand reaches from out of the ground and grabs its leg. The jackalope jumps, and the owner of the hand pulls itself out. It's a rat that had covered itself in sand.

RAT: Got your foot, bunny! Am I lucky? Heh, heh!

With a kick, the rat is sent flying. The jackalope scrambles to its feet and begins to run, but rats are digging out of the ground everywhere. The jackalope takes off full speed, but a rat appears up ahead and tackles it. The two creatures get tangled and fight viciously. As the jackalope pauses for breath, another rat jumps up and grabs its antlers. Before the jackalope can do anything, its head is pushed into the ground. As it falls, a rat ties its back legs together, pulling them roughly. The jackalope shrieks as one of its legs is twisted.

RAT: We got you easy, little bunny. Maybe those antlers are slowing you down? Heh, heh... Peter can help you with that!

The rats turn and see that the man is approaching the scene. He's carrying a rifle. Seeing the weapon, the jackalope begins to struggle some more. The man laughs hysterically. Then suddenly, he's somber again.

MAN: You didn't think you were the only rodent that could dig, did you?

JACKALOPE: I'm not a ro...

The man bashes him in the face with the butt of his rifle, and the jackalope goes limp.

It is now early the next morning for our three heroes. Zeek is lying flat on his back. Suddenly, he hears a gunshot and leaps awake. He shakes his head and turns to see Tess holding a smoking revolver. In the distance, he sees a hawk fall to the ground.

 ZEEK: What was THAT??

Seeing him awake, Tess flashes a sadistic smile.

TESS: That's dinner.

She holsters her pistol and starts trotting off to the dead bird. Zeek scrambles to his feet and walks alongside her, brushing the sand off his skin all the while.

 ZEEK: That was a hawk! It's so rare... and... and majestic! Like, the king of the skies!

TESS: It was in my sights. I need the practice, and you need the food.

 ZEEK: But isn't shooting a hawk bad luck? Now we'll be doomed to get lost in the desert and die!

TESS: You're thinking of an albatross. I don't think there's a desert equivalent of one of those. There doesn't need to be, either... the desert itself is bad luck.

Tess picks up the hawk carcass and stuffs it in her knapsack.

ZEEK: Yeah... I'm going to get struck by lightning, I just know it.

TESS: Cheer up! I didn't see any rats last night, you know.

ZEEK: No rats, huh...

TESS: Not one little varmint. Ready to go? Get Hobbie up.

Hobbie walks up to them.

HOBBIE: Good morning.

ZEEK: Tess shot a hawk!

HOBBIE: Did she? Nice shot.

TESS: Thank you.

ZEEK: ...Let's go.

The group travels on, with Hobbie and Zeek riding Tess's back once more. It is now midday, Tess has slowed to a crawl, and all three people are showing signs of fatigue. Hobbie looks up and scans the surrounding scenery.

HOBBIE: Something's not right.

ZEEK: What?

HOBBIE: The way the dust is coming off of those dunes...

ZEEK: You speak smoke signal now?

HOBBIE: No, it's just... I don't know. Something feels eerie here. Like we're being followed. I've felt it since this morning.

ZEEK: It's just our ride being slow. Giddyup!

Zeek whips Tess with his tail. Alarmed, she rears back, knocking Hobbie to the ground. Zeek manages to hang on.

ZEEK: Hah! It's going to take more than that to knock me down!

TESS: Sounds like a challenge.

She gives a wild kick this time, sending Zeek high overhead. He lands some twenty yards away. When he pulls his head out of the way, he finds himself face to face with a rat. With a scream, it scurries away.

ZEEK: RAT!

He jumps to his feet and begins running after it.

ZEEK: It's one of the rats! Let's get it!

There is a gunshot, and the rat stumbles in the dust. Jaw gaping open, Zeek watches Tess and Hobbie gallop past him to the fallen rodent.

HOBBIE: Did you kill it?

TESS: I don't think so. Looks like I got his leg.

Hobbie climbs down and kneels next to the rat. It's snarling and foaming at the mouth, obviously in a lot of pain.

TESS: Don't get too close. He'll bite you without a thought.

Tess gently places a hoof on the rat's wounded leg and points the revolver into its face. The rat hisses when the hoof touches, but it refrains from attacking.

TESS: It hurts now, doesn't it? I can make it worse. Believe me.

She cocks the pistol.

TESS: I know you can talk. Now talk. What are you doing here?

RAT: Scouting...

While this is going on, Hobbie is throwing worried looks over his shoulder.

TESS: Are there others here? Don't lie to me, now. My friend here saw them.

RAT: ...They'll be gone by now... We have our loyalties, but we're all rats at heart... heh, heh... cowards...

HOBBIE: Is it delusional? The heat...

TESS: No. (presses harder) What loyalties, rat?

RAT: Argh! Loyalties... to Peter... heh, heh... (coughs)...

TESS: Who's Peter?

RAT: He knows... (coughs) ...music...

TESS: Who is Peter?

RAT: Peter... Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers...

HOBBIE: He's delusional, Tess. We're not going to get anything out of him.

TESS: We're just asking the wrong question. Rat! Where can I find Peter?

RAT: Heh, heh... another stone for the set... soon to be three more...

Tess presses harder on the leg wound. The rat screams.

TESS: I WILL break it! Now tell me! Where can I find Peter?

RAT: Eleven degrees west of north... you'll find them there...

TESS: They? How many are there?

The rat doesn't answer. It collapses in the sand, wheezing and coughing. Tess relaxes her grip on the creature. Suddenly, the creature starts thrashing. She jumps backward just as the rat snaps at her. She whirls around and kicks it square in the face, crushing its head.

ZEEK: Wow... Tess?

TESS: Can't waste bullets.

Hobbie and Zeek exchange glances as she examines the dead body. She comes up with a compass and starts toying with it.

HOBBIE: You think he was telling the truth there?

TESS: Sort of. You were right: he was delusional. Climb aboard. There isn't much time. Take this: if the needle moves away from the arrow, tell me which way.

Hobbie and Zeek climb on her back. She immediately starts racing off in the direction of the compass. Hobbie stares at the compass in his hand. Zeek peeks at it over his shoulder.

ZEEK: Uh... I think we're going the wrong way...

TESS: The bearing he gave was what he used to find us. There's no way he could have given a proper compass bearing in that condition, unless he already had one memorized.

ZEEK: But what good is a compass, anyway? The slightest error could mean we'd be off by a hundred miles!

TESS: They must be close, then. I have the feeling they've been following closely ever since they discovered I was with you.

ZEEK: How would they know that?

TESS: Like I said before: these rats are trouble.

While Tess runs, Zeek is staring at the horizon with a telescope he found on the rat. It is late in the afternoon, now.

ZEEK: Stop! I see something!

HOBBIE: You see what?

ZEEK: Tents.

Tess snatches the telescope from his hands and looks. She grins.

TESS: Good. They haven't packed up yet. We should wait here until sundown. If we get any closer, they'll see us.

ZEEK: What do we want from them?

TESS: They took Hobbie's backpack. We're going to go get it back for him.

HOBBIE: What if they got rid of it? We'd be risking a lot by going into that camp. They didn't kill us before, but they might if we expressed hostility.

TESS: If they don't have it, we'll take whatever other supplies they have. I'm sure it's all stolen goods.

Zeek jumps off Tess's back with the rolled up tent in hand. He starts building a shelter.

ZEEK: Then since we have time to kill, I'm going to take a power nap. Help me out here, will you, kid?

TESS: We need to be spending this time coming up with a plan.

ZEEK: I'm sure you guys can manage the heist without me.

TESS: (pauses) Zeek. You're a chameleon, right?

ZEEK: ...Yeah?

Tess grins.

TESS: Then you're definitely going to help.

It is now dusk. Hobbie is sneaking around the tent on the edge of camp. The rats are scrambling around, on full alert since the scouts returned with news that their location might be compromised. When he sees the way is clear, Hobbie sneaks into what appears to be the storage tent. It is full of barrels and brown bags. He takes one of the bags and opens it.

HOBBIE: Gunpowder...

He glances up. Atop a stack of crates, he sees his backpack. He grabs it and slings it over his shoulder.

HOBBIE: Yeah. Now I'm ready to go.

Suddenly, the tent flap is thrown open, and a giant snarling rat steps in. It lets out a high-pitched screech. With a flick of the wrist, Hobbie throws the pick ax at the rat. The broad side strikes it in the face, knocking it down. Hobbie retrieves his ax and flees, but he immediately finds himself surrounded by five rats outside. He holds his shovel out like a sword, ready to attack. Without warning, a fat rat jumps on his backpack. The weight is too much for him to support, and he collapses to the ground. The rats scramble on top of him. Watching this with the telescope, Tess grimaces.

TESS: It's going to be a long night.

RAT: I got him! I got him!

RAT 2: Can I eat him?

RAT 3: No! You eat crumbs! He goes in the cage.

RAT 4: He is to speak with Peter. After that we might eat him!

The rats carry Hobbie away. As they go, he lets a stream of gunpowder fall from his hand. They go to a large wooden crate in the center of camp, which has an iron door on one end. They throw him inside and lock the door shut. Hobbie stares at the gate for a moment. He's then startled when he realizes he's not alone in the cage. In the corner is a battered jackalope, singing softly.

JACKALOPE: Sayn e hain sai...

HOBBIE: Hello?

The jackalope looks up, but does not respond. It keeps singing.

JACKALOPE: Mion rauh... Hrair hrair inlil...

HOBBIE: You're a jackalope, aren't you? I didn't think you guys really existed.

JACKALOPE: Tomorrow, you may be right. Ni hrair frithil...

HOBBIE: Do you have a name? Mine's Hobbie.

JACKALOPE: Cliff.

HOBBIE: If you don't mind telling me, Cliff... what does Peter want with you?

Cliff looks Hobbie in the face and blinks at him.

CLIFF: How much do you know about jackalopes?

HOBBIE: Not a whole lot...

CLIFF: How much do you know about Peter?

HOBBIE: Nothing, really. I just know that he had me ambushed a couple days ago.

Cliff sighs, and stares out the door. After a few moments, he looks back at Hobbie.

CLIFF: We jackalopes have a very special gift. Music. No other instrument in the world matches a jackalope's vocals for quality, variety, and impact. EXCEPT an instrument made from a jackalope.

HOBBIE: That's why Peter has you in here? So he can turn you into a musical instrument??

CLIFF: No. That's why I'm the only jackalope left.

HOBBIE: I... I didn't think you meant that literally...

CLIFF: Peter Hamelin hunted us to extinction years ago. Only "hunted" isn't the right word... he strategically eliminated us. He set out for the mountains south of here, our home, with an entire army behind him. Though I believe it was an army of lizards then, not rats. He hunted with rifles, cannons, and... gas. It was an all-out war, and he didn't stop until he had thoroughly combed the mountains.

 HOBBIE: How were you the only one to survive this?

CLIFF: I wasn't. A dozen or so of us managed to retreat into the desert. As fate would have it, I was the only one who was able to adapt.

 HOBBIE: Why? Why would Peter do something so cruel?

CLIFF: The instruments. Our music will have a great effect on any audience, but if played to a person's unique frequency... everyone has one... it is capable of controlling every aspect of that person's being.

 HOBBIE: That's... incredible.

CLIFF: Do you know why Peter has an army of rats? It's because they're the only exceptions. Individual rats don't have unique frequencies... they all have the same one. Once Peter found it, he essentially had the entire world's population of rats at his disposal. That's his motivation, you see... power.

Cliff pauses, glancing out the cage again.

CLIFF: I assume the second reason is exclusivity. The only thing that can beat Peter is a superior song, by a superior musician, with a superior instrument. It is a difficult task... something that only a jackalope could accomplish. That's why I came here. But it was all for nothing... I failed...

 HOBBIE: No, you haven't! Listen, I have some friends waiting outside for my signal. Once I give it, we're busting out of here. I can take you with us!

Cliff only shakes his head.

CLIFF: Peter always has the upper hand. I've been following him for years, and he's always managed to stay one step ahead.

Suddenly, Cliff hears a sound. He scurries to the back and shrinks into the corner.

CLIFF: They're coming. If they're here for you, remember this: don't let Peter play his music!

The iron door is opened, and two rats come in to take Hobbie.

HOBBIE: No need to scratch. I'll go.

The rats lead Hobbie to the tent at the center of camp. As they move, he sprinkles some more gunpowder along the ground. Inside the tent, he sees a clean-shaved man with a cowboy hat, playing on a flute that Hobbie recognizes to be made out of an antler. When the man sees, him, he smiles warmly, gesturing for Hobbie to sit down. With an apathetic gesture, he waves the rats away. When Hobbie sits, the warm smile changes to a goofy grin.

PETER: Hi. What's your name? My name's Peter!

HOBBIE: It's Hobbie...

Peter's grin fades. His expression is cold and unsympathetic.

PETER: I understand you were caught sneaking onto my property. Is that correct?

HOBBIE: Yes. I came to retrieve the pack that your rats stole from me.

PETER: Huh? Oh, yeah... heh, heh... I did order them to do that...

HOBBIE: Why?

Suddenly, Peter grins sadistically.

PETER: You can guess, right? I wanted you to suffer and die of exposure. Why else would my rats let you live without your pack?

HOBBIE: Yes, I did guess that. But why do you have any interest in me in the first place?

Peter leans forward with furrowed eyebrows, as if he's ready to talk business.

PETER: Son, let me explain why I'm here. Not right here at this precise location, but here in Alk. See, the whole purpose of Alk is to serve as a sort of buffer between Naut and the real world.

HOBBIE: Naut isn't real??

Peter stands up and slams his fists on his desk.

PETER: DON'T EVER INTERRUPT ME AGAIN, GODDAMNIT! EVER!!

He sits down and has the business look again.

PETER: No, Naut isn't real. Not in the same sense as your home country, Dermenia. Now, Alk has always provided an excellent buffer. Hundreds of people try and cross it every year. As little as one will make it. However, recent events in Naut have made it necessary for there to be a more active hostile factor in Alk.

HOBBIE: So it's your job to make sure nobody gets in?

PETER: (laughing hysterically) No, that's not it at all! There are certain people we need to keep out.

HOBBIE: ....How do you decide?

Peter reaches from below his desk to get a drum.

PETER: So... uh... how well do you know your friends... You know, that lizard and the horse girl?

HOBBIE: Pretty well. I mean, I haven't known them for long, but in tough situations a person's true colors always come out.

PETER: Heh, heh... That a fact? Well, nothing personal, kid. You just met up with the wrong people. Do you know what this is?

He holds up the drum. Hobbie swallows hard as he notices the tufts of fur on all sides.

HOBBIE: Jackalope-skin drum?

PETER: (grins) You been talkin to the bunny.

HOBBIE: Yes.

Peter starts adjusting the pins on all sides of the drum.

PETER: I suppose that was to be expected. Did he tell you about the unique personal frequencies?

HOBBIE: Yes...

PETER: And how you find them?

HOBBIE: No.

PETER: The answer is: not easily. You have to know quite a bit about music, and you have to be an excellent judge of character. And hey, that's me! That's why I've been sitting here talking to you. I mean, there really wasn't any other point to it. Your friends are going to be dead in a few minutes anyway. If you hadn't figured out already, they're who I'm really after. But since  you got involved... here, how does this sound?

Peter taps on the drum several times. Hobbie screams and falls out of his chair, pressing his hands to his temples. Peter grins.

PETER: That's just the way things roll in Alk.

Meanwhile, Tess is still waiting at the little campsite. Suddenly, rats start leaping out of the ground all around her. Some are armed with knives and swords, while most only have their teeth. She draws her pistols, but she is clearly outmatched.

PETER: Oh, the things you can do when you've found someone's frequency! You can make them have unquestioning loyalty! You can make them fall in love with you! But most impressive of all... you can kill them. And guess what, Hobbie? I've found yours!

Peter starts beating madly on the drum. Hobbie writhes on the ground. Just as the world begins to fade away, he whistles.

PETER: (sighs) My boy. Did I not tell you? Your friends are not coming....

As he speaks, Zeek makes himself visible. He was clinging to the tent wall behind Peter. He suddenly jumps out, slashing Peter across the face with his tail. Startled, he drops the drum. Zeek then jumps down on top of it and busts the skin. Hobbie suddenly feels better. He jumps on the desk, grabs the flute, and whacks Peter in the face while he's still startled. The two flee the tent. Hobbie throws the flute to Zeek.

HOBBIE: Blow into this!

ZEEK: Why? I don't know any...

HOBBIE: Just blow!

Zeek blows. The rats surrounding Tess turn, startled to hear their master's flute.

RAT: Hey! That isn't Peter!

Tess uses their momentary distraction to her advantage. She takes off on a sprint, trampling the rats in front of her and blasting those at her side. Hobbie and Zeek, meanwhile, find themselves face to face with a pack of ten rats. Hobbie reaches over and topples a torch. Suddenly, the sand begins sparking. The fire is reacting with the gunpowder, and it begins streaming all over the campsite. The rats scatter as the fire spreads. Tess is just passing the tent with all the explosives, and the stream of fire is heading that way.

HOBBIE: Tess! Quickly!

She nods and turns into the supply tent. A few moments later, she comes out the other side, holding several bags, including Hobbie's. An entire pack of rats is hot on her heels, angry that she gave them the slip so easily. Suddenly, the supply tent explodes, sending rats and pieces of wood everywhere. Other tents start to burn, as Tess races toward Hobbie and Zeek.

HOBBIE: My pack!

TESS: No! Just get on! We need to get the hell out of here!

HOBBIE: There's something I have to do first!

With a groan, Tess throws Hobbie his pack. He straps it on, grabs the ax, and races toward the cage. Meanwhile, Zeek gets on Tess's back. Suddenly, he notices Peter is conscious again.

ZEEK: Tess! Duck!

Tess rolls, just as Peter fires at her with a rifle. She hides behind a carriage and returns fire. She hands the other pistol to Zeek.

TESS: Can you shoot?

ZEEK: Well, I... no.

TESS: Point this end at them, and pull that down. That's all there is to it. Ok? Cover my back!

Zeek notices a rat coming closer. He fires a shot, but the recoil sends him flying off Tess's back. The rat jumps on Tess's back and starts slashing at her. Zeek returns, sitting behind the rat. When it turns to look, Zeek opens his wings. Unconcerned, the rat jumps out and starts gnawing on one of the wings.

ZEEK: Agh! Why doesn't that EVER work??

Meanwhile, Hobbie has just pried open several wooden slats in the cage. Cliff begins to climb out.

HOBBIE: C'mon, buddy!

As he walks, Hobbie takes a stick of dynamite from his pack, sticks it in one of the fires, and throws it at Peter. Seeing the stick, Peter runs. Tess turns away, shoots the rat fighting Zeek, and waits for all three to climb aboard. Zeek looks surprised when he sees Cliff.

ZEEK: What is that, a dog?

HOBBIE: Tess, GO!

She runs. Peter's tent explodes, sending more rats into the air. As they leave the campsite, a handful of rats scamper after them. But they can't compare to Tess's speed. They soon give up and stay watching them as they shrink on the horizon. Tess runs for a while before slowing to a stop. She turns to look at the campsite, which appears as a faint light on the horizon. She laughs.

TESS: Whew. What a rush!

ZEEK: All that for a backpack?

HOBBIE: Turns out we got a lot more. I learned a lot about these rats.

TESS: You can explain while I'm searching for a campsite. They'll have a lot on their hands, but I don't think we're safe just yet.

It is now past midnight. It appears the group has decided on a campsite.

HOBBIE: ...And so I don't think Peter is ever going to give up. He only needs to find more rats.

TESS: I don't think there's anything we can do about that. But you know, I happened to sneak out a couple boxes of bullets from that storage tent. We won't have to worry about ammo for a while.

ZEEK: (to Cliff) That's an incredible history you have. I'm, uh... sorry for calling you a dog earlier.

CLIFF: Don't worry about it. I know my age is starting to show. But my vocal chords are as good as ever!

TESS: I was afraid to ask, but now that you mention it... would you happen to have a song for us?

ZEEK: Yeah! I think we could all use some music right now. Especially the kid. The last song almost killed him... heh, heh.

CLIFF: Hmm... all right. Here's something I composed myself.

Cliff pauses for a moment, preparing himself. Then, raising his head and closing his eyes, he begins to sing.

CLIFF: Ni hrair inlil, ei me wauh, sayn zen lay marliah-rah. Sayn hlaoroo enith seyah. Sayn e hain sai mion rauh. Hrair hrair inlil.Ni hrair frithil, lay me wauh, sayn en tharn me affe. Hrair elil silfinle. Tos dudu silf ei lenoh... hrair hrair frithil. Threar fu lessil thuth. Zen marliah-rah zorn. Me hlaoroo enith zorn. Me Hlessi mion. Inle tosil.

As he sings, Cliff has flashbacks to the massacre on his warren. Prominent in his vision are the faces of his wife and child. At the end, Cliff lowers his head. The others watch the fire in stunned silence. Hobbie stares curiously at Cliff.

ZEEK: So is that... like, Spanish or something?

TESS: Zeek!

CLIFF: It's the language of the rabbits. It has an English translation, but much of the impact is lost.

TESS: I thought it sounded beautiful... but sad.

CLIFF: Thank you.

Hobbie tends to the fire for a moment as they sit in silence.

TESS: Who wants to stand watch tonight? Don't try to pretend you're asleep again, or I'll kick hot ash onto you.

ZEEK: Hey, no need to get violent. Here, we'll draw straws...

TESS: Not a chance. I know you have a trick up your sleeve.

ZEEK: Oh, now you're accusing me of having sleeves!

TESS: What does that...

CLIFF: I'll watch.

HOBBIE: Are you sure, Cliff? You look like you need rest more than any of us.

CLIFF: I did absolutely nothing to contribute to that raid. At the very least, I should be able to offer you my protection. With my ears, I will be able to hear attackers from a mile away.

TESS: That's very thoughtful of you, Cliff.

Tess lies down and sighs.

TESS: I'm going to be sore in the morning, I just know it.

Zeek tentatively stretches his wings.

ZEEK: I'm sore already.

TESS: Goodnight, everyone.

They drop off to sleep. Cliff sits staring at the sun for an hour. He throws a glance toward the sleeping group, then begins to limp away from the campsite. Hobbie watches him go, and gets up to follow him. As Hobbie leaves the campsite, Cliff freezes.

CLIFF: If I run, you'll never catch me. Just let me go, Hobbie.

HOBBIE: I don't believe that's true. If you could run, you wouldn't resort to sneaking off in the night.

With a sigh, Cliff sits down in the sand. Hobbie comes closer.

HOBBIE: Why did you deceive us, Cliff? We saved your life.

CLIFF: I do not wish to go to Naut, Hobbie. Sooner or later, I must leave you. I am truly grateful, but my business is strictly here, with Peter.

Hobbie sits down next to Cliff. He looks up at the moon.

HOBBIE: I've never seen the moon so big. That means we're close, doesn't it?

CLIFF: The night sky where I come from... it is so beautiful. Many of ours songs were written about it.

HOBBIE: That song... it was about how Peter destroyed your home, wasn't it?

CLIFF: Yes.

HOBBIE: I think I understand now why you are always following him. You're trying to find his frequency so you can... do to him what he almost did to me.

Cliff looks worriedly at Hobbie.

CLIFF: Please don't hold it against me as a person. I know wishing death on someone sounds bad, but you must understand. This man killed my family.

HOBBIE: No. I understand. But that Peter... he is a frightening character.

CLIFF: You should be frightened. He knows your frequency. As long as you are within earshot, he can kill you. Or worse.

HOBBIE: No, it was... I couldn't quite place it. He seems bipolar, or schizophrenic... I don't know what it is, but he's a madman for sure.

CLIFF: No. Peter Hamelin is perfectly sane. What you probably witnessed was his talent for changing personalities. He's as gifted an actor as a musician. It's why I have such a hard time finding his frequency. He's always wearing a mask, and it changes all the time. I can never tell when he's being himself.

HOBBIE: But you're still determined to find his frequency.

CLIFF: I have to. Can't you see? I'm the only one who can stop him. And unless I do, you're not going to make it to Naut.

HOBBIE: You're in no condition to chase after him now. You're limping.

CLIFF: (pauses) ....When they caught me, they twisted my leg. It was my fault, I suppose. I was no match for all of them and would only make things worse by resisting, but I don't think clearly when I'm panicking.

HOBBIE: If you really are the last hope for Alk, you should be putting more thought into your actions. Wandering off into the desert, by yourself, with a wounded leg, is not a thoughtful action. I mean, you're a rabbit! If you don't have your speed, what do you have?

CLIFF: My antlers could gore a rat if I ram it hard enough.

HOBBIE: What if you're caught with Peter himself? The man has a gun, Cliff.

CLIFF: Then I will refrain from visiting his campsite until my leg is healed. All that matters is I keep up with him.

HOBBIE: Listen. Tess is very fast... maybe not as fast as you, but she'll keep you out of danger. Why not stay with us at least until your leg is better?

CLIFF: I already deceived you once. What makes you think I won't leave you again? Why do you trust me?

HOBBIE: Because I know you're a good person, Cliff. You may be acting out of desperation, but you aren't acting with bad intentions. You certainly had nothing bad against us. You aren't a hateful person. That's why this quest of yours is physically wearing you down.

CLIFF: I was a father... and a husband. Nothing more.

HOBBIE: Heh... I guess you could say I've found your frequency.

CLIFF: I'd say you have. All right, I will follow with you until my leg heals. After that, I will leave, and I very well may do it without a word. Do we have an understanding about that?

HOBBIE: We do. I wish you would stay longer, but I can't fault you for following your mission.

CLIFF: I can't fault you for wanting to go to Naut. Completing the journey is one of the greatest achievements anyone can ever achieve.

HOBBIE: Thank you. But I don't simply want to go there. I'm trying to establish a road of some sort, so I can make it more easily accessible to the people of Dermenia.

CLIFF: I can't fault you for wanting to do that, either. But you realize a quest of that scope, in a place like this, is virtually impossible.

HOBBIE: I've defied impossible before. And so have you.

CLIFF: What are the odds of defying it again?

HOBBIE: Defying it again would be impossible, of course.

Chapter Six- Blood for Oil

The four adventurers are walking through the desert. Cliff and Zeek are sitting on Tess's back, while Hobbie walks beside them with his enormous backpack.

HOBBIE: (voice over) Dear diary. Since our encounter with Peter Hamelin, the journey has been uneventful. Progress is steady; we've only had to stop once, to wait out a sandstorm. Otherwise, virtually nothing has happened to impede our progress. Morale... is not as high as I would expect.

The group is shown playing a card game by the fire. Suddenly, a quarrel breaks out. Apparently, Zeek had been keeping a card up his "sleeve"... in his wing, to be specific.

HOBBIE: They've grown bored and restless. They are beginning to fight over little things. Cliff always comes in with a song to soothe our spirits, but even he seems to be on edge. To think that good progress would make for poor spirits!

The group comes over a rise. Suddenly, Zeek rushes forward and starts digging. He uncovers a shrub in the sand.

HOBBIE: Perhaps that is the wrong conclusion. I think I understand what it was now. It was the landscape... now that it has changed, things will be better.

The group is revealed to be in a landscape with quite a bit more life... there are now shrubs and cacti around, and the landscape is not nearly as monotone. There are rocks and hills everywhere.

TESS: Wow.

HOBBIE: To think... it's still the desert, but now it looks like a thriving forest.

TESS: I didn't think there was so much life in Alk... I always assumed it was a place of death.

CLIFF: We're close now. A few more days and we'll be at the foothills. Past that, and you'll be at my home.

ZEEK: I could have told you that. I am a native of Alk, after all.

TESS: Zeek, I bet you've never seen a mountain.

ZEEK: Sure I have. There's one over there.

CLIFF: If that's a mountain to you, friend, then you'll be in for a surprise very soon.

HOBBIE: Let's keep moving.

The group keeps walking. Several hours later, Tess comes to a stop.

TESS: What in the...

ZEEK: What is THAT?

TESS: It's a nodding donkey!

ZEEK: ...That's a donkey?

TESS: A pump jack. Look, there's more. We must be in an oil field.

HOBBIE: Amazing that something this elaborate would be so deep in Alk... Cliff, have you ever seen this before?

CLIFF: I have not. But that should come as a surprise to no one. The desert winds uncover many strange things... some have no conceivable origin.

TESS: It looks to be in good condition. I wonder if anyone owns this place?

ZEEK: What's the point of this thing? Entertainment? People out here must be very bored to want to watch this.

TESS: It pumps out oil. See? There's a barrel right there. Very valuable stuff, you know.

ZEEK: Why's it valuable? Looks like sludge to me.

TESS: Different reasons. Bottom line is, people will pay good money for it.

ZEEK: Money's good...

They move on through the oilfield. Eventually they come to what looks to be a storehouse. Several barrels of oil are stored inside, and there's a table and some chairs.

HOBBIE: Doesn't look like anyone's in here...

TESS: It doesn't look like anyone's been in  here for years. This place is a mess. I feel like the floorboards are going to give way. If you don't mind, I'm going to stay outside for a bit.

ZEEK: Say Hobbie... nobody seems to own this place. These uh... donkeys are still working. Still bringing in oil, which Tess claims is very valuable. Suppose we, uh... stay here a while. You know? We could collect some oil, take it back to Dermenia, and then once we're rich, we come back with all the best supplies money can buy!

HOBBIE: Zeek, I came here with the best supplies money can buy.

ZEEK: Oh...

HOBBIE: Look, we've come all the way out here, and now you just want to go back? We barely made it the first time, how are we going to do it while dragging thousands of gallons of oil behind us?

ZEEK: But Hobbie... we're sitting on a goldmine! Who needs Naut when you've got riches?

HOBBIE: Zeek... remember that diamond?

ZEEK: Diamond? What diamond?

HOBBIE: That very... very... LARGE... diamond?

ZEEK: Oh yeah, that diamond.

HOBBIE: What good are riches if you can't take them with you? We'd need a road, a good one. And we'd need horses, because Tess couldn't make the journey with that kind of load... and frankly, it would be unfair to make her. I know it's tempting, Zeek, but have to leave this place alone.

CLIFF: I'm with Zeek on this one.

HOBBIE: ...What?

CLIFF: I think we should stay here...

ZEEK: Thanks, Cliff.

CLIFF: ...But for an entirely different reason.

ZEEK: Oh.

CLIFF: Hobbie, everyone is getting restless. It's good that your party has made it this far, but it's a hard trip to make in any case. Sleeping outside on the sand every night for weeks on end is difficult. Aside from that tarp, we've had no shelter since the raid on Peter's camp. We should stay here for a night or two, if only to have a familiar setting and a roof over your head. Perhaps we may even find some use for the oil.

HOBBIE: Is being in a cabin really that important to you? You're a rabbit.

CLIFF: That's true. I have a different reason. My leg hasn't gotten any better, you see. I'm grateful that Tess is willing to carry me on her back, I really am. But it's a painful ride, and it's aggravating my leg. I need to be able to keep it immobilized every once in a while.

Hobbie considers it for a while.

HOBBIE: Fine. We'll stay here just for a couple nights. But we're still going forward to Naut, Zeek.

ZEEK: Alright, alright. As long as this oilfield is here for our return trip...

CLIFF: I wouldn't count on it.

ZEEK: Yeah... I know.

Sometime later, the group is gathered outside. It appears Hobbie has told Tess what they are planning to do.

HOBBIE: So it's decided. We'll stay in this building for the next two nights, just to give ourselves a break. Tess has agreed to stay in the shed out back, since the floorboards inside may not be able to support her weight.

TESS: It'll give me a break from Zeek's snoring.

ZEEK: Hey!

HOBBIE: Since we'll be staying here, we should scout out the surroundings so nothing catches us by surprise. Tess, you and Cliff go east. Zeek and I will go west. Let's meet back here in half an hour. All right?

TESS: Right. See you in thirty.

They start walking. Tess moves slowly, while Cliff sits on her back.

TESS: So this is your home, huh?

CLIFF: I live farther south, but yes.

TESS: It's such a strange place... do you like it here?

CLIFF: I've come to accept the desert's strange ways. It's never the same place every day, not even up in the mountains. Except... there's one place that never changes.

TESS: Where's that?

CLIFF: The Jackalope Temple. It's protected by the ghosts of my ancestors, so it never changes.

TESS: You think it's still there?

CLIFF: Oh yes. Even in their spirit form, my ancestors are powerful beings. They would never allow an intruder to tear the place down.

TESS: That's dedication.

CLIFF: I learn from the best.

Meanwhile, Zeek and Hobbie are walking in the opposite direction.

ZEEK: Feels like old times, doesn't it?

HOBBIE: What?

ZEEK: Just you and I, walking... talking...

HOBBIE: You say that like it was years ago.

ZEEK: Wasn't it?

HOBBIE: It's been about a month.

ZEEK: Oh wow. We're still got a long ways to go, don't we?

HOBBIE: That's right.

ZEEK: Well... at least I've developed a, uh, taste for hardtack. Say, you never did tell me why you want to go to Naut so bad. You never read the book...

HOBBIE: No. But my father did.

ZEEK: Really?

HOBBIE: I think so. He was always telling me how great Naut is. Ever since I was a baby, he was telling me bedtime stories about this dreamlike world. He used a lot of descriptive words that I didn't understand, but I could definitely read his enthusiasm. As soon as I was old enough, I gathered my supplies... my father was an engineer, so that wasn't too difficult... and headed into Alk.

ZEEK: And daddy didn't have a problem with that?

HOBBIE: Hey... look at this! One of these pump jacks is broken!

ZEEK: Yeah? What good is a broken pump jack?

HOBBIE: It poses an interesting engineering problem. If I could find what's keeping this one from moving, maybe I could fix it. That would help me understand the drilling process a whole lot better.

ZEEK: I say, if kicking it in the side doesn't fix it, then leave it alone. It's garbage.

HOBBIE: Right. I'll keep that in mind the next time you get sick.

ZEEK: Real touching, kid. If you don't mind, I'm going back to the shed to catch some shut eye. I think we can very well see that there's nothing out here but cacti and broken machines.

HOBBIE: All right... see you later.

Meanwhile, Tess and Cliff are still walking.

TESS: You know, you and I are a lot alike!

CLIFF: We are?

TESS: Yeah. We're both crosses.

CLIFF: I beg your pardon?

TESS: You know. I'm sort of a cross between a girl and a horse... you're a...

CLIFF: I'm a JACKALOPE.

TESS: Yeah. You're a cross between a jackrabbit and an antelope. Right?

CLIFF: Certainly not! We jackalopes have existed in this way for thousands of years. And we are proud... if we existed as a result of a perverse crossbreed, we would be hiding our heads in shame.

TESS: But... the antlers?

CLIFF: Excellent defensive tools. Because in the mountains, running away is not always an option.

TESS: Wow... I'm really sorry. I didn't mean to insult...

CLIFF: Don't worry about it. I'm defensive about my heritage, but your ignorance... and your presumption... are understandable.

TESS: If it helps, I'm not really a crossbreed, either. I wasn't born this way.

CLIFF: I see. Then we are alike in another fashion.

TESS: Hmm?

CLIFF: We are both one of a kind.

TESS: It does have a nice ring to it... one of a kind!

Tess laughs... then suddenly, she stops. Just ahead of them, over a rise, is a small cabin.

TESS: It must be the owner. Do you think he's home?

CLIFF: We'll have to see. Your pistols are loaded?

TESS: Yes. Why?

CLIFF: In case he isn't friendly.

Tess approaches the cabin. She is just about to peek inside, when a voice comes booming out. She jumps a little.

MAN: Come on in, now. Don't think I can't hear you.

Tess steps hesitantly up the steps.

MAN: Leave the horse outside, this ain't a stockyard.

 TESS: Sir... I am the horse.

MAN: Well! Do come in!

Tess steps inside. The cabin is filled with trophies, stuffed animals that had been hunted down. There are coyotes, antelope, hawks and jackrabbits. The man is sitting in a corner. He is very old, and both of his eye sockets are empty. In his hand is a rifle.

 TESS: My god.

MAN: Don't be nervous. I know they're intimidating, but my hunting days are over. I've got a pretty debilitating condition. See? Heh...

TESS: You're blind!

MAN: Well, I've got eyes. They just aren't here anymore! (points to the sockets) Ha ha! Sorry, I know that's in bad taste. Name's Henry. 

CLIFF: You're a hunter? Not a prospector?

HENRY: That's right. You're wondering about the oilfield.

CLIFF: Yes.

HENRY: Not mine. There used to be others here. Asked me if they could build some machines on my land. Well, I said, I ain't got no use for it anymore. So they built their machines. But for some reason, they just up and left. Couldn't take the heat, I suppose.

TESS: We're wanderers passing through. Is it all right if we stay for a couple of nights?

HENRY: Oh, absolutely! I could use some company. The place isn't very big, but...

TESS: Oh, not here. We're staying in the building down that way.

HENRY: Oh yes. Yes, that is quite a bit bigger than my home. In that case, I really have no say. Like I said, it's not mine. You'll get no trouble with the neighbors, if that's what you're wondering.

CLIFF: And who are the neighbors?

HENRY: Yours truly. Not a soul more.

TESS: Well. Henry. We thank you for your time. Sorry we couldn't stay longer, but we need to meet up with the rest of our party.

HENRY: All right. Be sure to drop by again before you leave. You hear?

TESS: We'll try. Thanks, Henry.

As Tess leaves, Henry grins.

HENRY: (whispers) One of a kind.

Hobbie concentrates on fiddling with the machine. Suddenly, a black shadow looms over him.

HOBBIE: ...Zeek?

ABE: Name's Abe. I've been looking for you, Hobbie.

Hobbie whirls around, holding a footlong pole in his hand. He sees that the stranger is just a worn-looking old prospector with a backpack.

ABE: That isn't necessary. I haven't come to quarrel, son. I come to talk. I reckon you're well-acquainted with a man by the name of... Peter Hamelin?

 HOBBIE: Yes.

ABE: Well, I speak for Peter. He sent me here to find you.

 HOBBIE: He knows where I am?

ABE: He's the king of Alk, son. If he wanted to, he could find out where anything is. And right now he's got you in a big ol' magnifying glass. BUT... you're not in any imminent danger... not from Peter, at least. That's what I'm here to talk to you about.

HOBBIE: Go on.

ABE: You licked him good, Hobbie. Really did. He's had to leave Alk for a while. But when he returns, he'll really let the hammer fall. You're not going to make it to Naut, Hobbie. He's made damn sure of that.

 HOBBIE: Why are you telling me this?

ABE: (chuckles) Peter was impressed by how well you stormed his camp that one night. He sees  you as a worthy opponent... but an opponent all the same. And he ain't gonna fight fair. When a man has to defend his territory, all bets are off.

 HOBBIE: No offense to your master, Abe, but fighting fair is the last thing I expect from him.

ABE: Very good. I've spoken my piece. It's nothing personal, believe me. In fact, you're looking at a fellow dreamer.

 HOBBIE: What happened? I thought Peter only controlled rats.

ABE: I'm a simple man. It didn't take long for him to figure me out.

Hobbie watches Abe go. Soon, he fades into the sandy horizon. Back at the cabin, Zeek is leaning back in one of the chairs.

ZEEK: Oil... I wonder if there's a high demand for it in Naut. And couldn't Tess handle a couple barrels? I wouldn't mind walking if that's what it took...

Suddenly, Zeek notices a shiny object moving around in the room. He kicks away the chair and squats down on all fours.

ZEEK: Lightning bug! Oh, it's so pretty! Wonder if it tastes pretty?

He leaps onto a wall and sticks out his long tongue, but the lightning bug evades him. It escapes through one of the windows.

ZEEK: Aw.

Zeek hears approaching footsteps that sound like Tess. He brushes himself off and stands up to greet her.

ZEEK: Scouts, report! What news from the front?

TESS: Where's Hobbie? Isn't he back yet?

ZEEK: No. He was going to try to fix one of those nodding donkeys. He'll probably be gone for a long time.

TESS: Well, he said to meet back in half an hour. It's almost time. If he's late...

CLIFF: Look. I think that's him in the distance.

TESS: So it is.

Hobbie comes running up to the front porch.

ZEEK: Very punctual, kid. You're pretty good at reading the sun.

 HOBBIE: I have a pocket watch.

TESS: Did you see anything?

 HOBBIE: Nothing. You?

TESS: Just a cabin. About a mile down that way. The owner is a blind man. He didn't seem to have any problem with us staying here.

 HOBBIE: That's good. Even so, I don't think we should stay for more than one night.

ZEEK: What? Why?

HOBBIE: I have reason to believe that Peter is still tracking us. The longer we stay in one place, the easier we become to target. I wish we could leave now, but I made a promise to you, and I'm going to keep it.

TESS: Guess we'd better make the best out of the evening, huh?

HOBBIE: That's right.

It's a short while later. Hobbie is sitting inside reading some books on petroleum engineering that he found inside. Tess and Cliff are sitting outside playing cards. Zeek is nowhere to be seen.

TESS: Speed!

CLIFF: Already?

TESS: Yeah. I got lucky.

Zeek sticks his head out of a window in the attic.

ZEEK: How does Cliff keep losing? I thought jackalopes were fast!

CLIFF: My speed is in my back legs.

ZEEK: Play with those, then!

TESS: What are you doing up there, Zeek? Causing trouble, I reckon.

ZEEK: Trying to make use of this telemascope thing.

Zeek shows her the telescope in his hands.

HOBBIE: What's that? Have you been going through my pack, Zeek?

TESS: No, he's been going through mine!

Zeek crawls out of the window and climbs to the roof. He peers through the telescope at the surroundings.

ZEEK: Hey, I can see from miles up here!

TESS: I swear, Zeek, if you break it...

ZEEK: What? If I remember, you stole it... from a corpse.

Suddenly, Zeek sees in the telescope an old man pointing a rifle in their direction. He lowers the telescope.

ZEEK: What in the...

The man fires. The bullet bounces off the telescope, knocking it out of Zeek's hands. It rolls off the roof and smashes against the ground. He yelps and crawls back into the attic.

TESS: What was that?

ZEEK: Hit the deck! We're under attack!

Tess stands up, and a bullet passes under her legs, smashing a board on the deck. Cliff runs inside the cabin. Hobbie peers outside and beckons for Tess to come.

HOBBIE: Get inside!

TESS: But the floorboards...

HOBBIE: Forget it! Come on!

Tess jumps for the door. After she makes it, Hobbie slams the door shut. Meanwhile, the shooter reloads his weapon, chuckling softly.

HOBBIE: Did you get a good look at him?

Tess nods. She looks pale.

TESS: He was a good deal away but... it looked like Henry.

CLIFF: What?

ZEEK: Who's Henry?

CLIFF: Tess, that can't be right. Henry was blind.

HOBBIE: Could he have been faking it? It would take some practice, but I'm sure...

CLIFF: No. The man had no eyes. I saw him.

TESS: Two empty sockets, not even a patch or a glass eye.

HOBBIE: Then how could he...

A bullet comes crashing through the window, whizzing right past Hobbie's ear. Zeek pokes his head up, and sees the old man standing on a ridge some distance from the house.

TESS: Get away from the windows!

ZEEK: He's still really far away. He's good for a blind guy, but not good enough.

TESS: The wind is probably affecting his aim. It won't be long before he figures out how to correct it.

They wait for a while. They hear another shot fired, and the top hinge of the front door breaks off. A moment later, another shot is fired, and the second hinge is shattered. The door crashes to the floor.

TESS: Hug the walls! Quick!

HOBBIE: If the walls are as fragile as that door was, he could shoot right through them. We've got to take him, now. Cliff, did you figure out his frequency while you were visiting him?

CLIFF: Of course not. If I found his frequency, I would have known that he was a crazed murderer out for our blood.

The plank next to Hobbie splinters as Henry shoots at them.

TESS: Let me take him. Judging from the angle of the debris, he's to the left of the house.

HOBBIE: No, I'll do it. I'm a smaller target.

Hobbie takes a stick of dynamite, lights it, and leaps out of the door, throwing the stick where the man should have been. Instead, the man is just to the right of the house. Hobbie finds himself in the line of fire. Just as he's about to be shot, Tess appears in the doorway and fires a shot. Alarmed, the man runs off to the side of the house. Tess picks up Hobbie and drags him inside.

TESS: Are you hit?

HOBBIE: I'm alright. He's either smart or psychic, but somehow he knew we were planning to go for him just then.

They wait for a few moments. Suddenly, a bottle comes through the shattered window. It breaks on the floor, and a fire begins to spread. Without a word, Tess runs at the wall, smashing through it and landing on Henry, who she had taken by surprise.

TESS: Everyone, get over here! I've got him!

The three leap out of the hole created by Tess. Suddenly, Tess screams. Henry had taken out a Bowie knife and slashed her leg. She jumps backwards and raises her pistol.

TESS: Now I'm gonna give you a hole to match the ones in your eyes.

Just as she's about to fire, the lightning bug appears. The gun becomes fire hot, and Tess drops it. Cackling, Henry picks up his rifle and points it at her. The other three stand silently at her side.

HENRY: That was a good display, horse girl. But now you're out of options. I suppose you're wondering how I managed to work you all into a corner without my eyesight. I'll let you ponder that a moment longer, but the truth is a secret I'm taking to my grave. Soon I'll have three of the most unique animal statues in the world. The boy will have to settle for being target practice...

Suddenly, Cliff starts singing. Henry starts reeling. He fires a shot, but it goes harmlessly into the sky. The other three climb on Tess's back; Zeek picks up her pistol as he goes. With a groan, Henry vomits into the sand. He shakes it off, stands up, and starts running after them.

TESS: Finally found his frequency, huh?

CLIFF: Yes.

HOBBIE: What'd you do to him?

CLIFF: I gave him a bad case of vertigo. It was enough to give us some time.

TESS: Why didn't you kill him?

CLIFF: I won't kill unless I have to. I'm no murderer.

ZEEK: You may have to soon. Tess, he's aiming for you again!

Tess turns sideways and fires. Henry jumps, losing his aim.

TESS: We need to do something. I can't run forever, and with that scope on his rifle, he could hit us from virtually any distance.

HOBBIE: I could use my shovel to reflect the sun into his eyes. That would give you time to line up a shot.

TESS: He has no eyes!

CLIFF: Look, there's his home! Let's hide in there!

TESS: Great. Hobbie, take the gun. It doesn't matter if you hit him. Just keep him occupied.

Hobbie fires several shots before Tess makes it into the cabin. Surrounded by animal statues, the group can't help but feel doomed.

HOBBIE: Now what do we do?

TESS: Let me catch my breath. Then we can try running again.

HOBBIE: No good. Sooner or later he'll hit you. I kept him on his toes for a while, but I think now he knows you're the only one who can really handle a gun. If we try that again, he'll just ignore me and shoot you.

TESS: Well, then... Cliff, you need to kill him.

CLIFF: If he keeps his distance, I won't be able to. I don't know if you could tell from the way he spoke, but Henry is hard of hearing.

TESS: You need to try at least!

ZEEK: Oh, we're doomed. I know it. He's going to catch us in here and kill us, executioner style. At the very least, I wish I had eaten that lightning bug now... it looked so good...

TESS: Lightning bug? Out here? At this time of day?

ZEEK: In the cabin, earlier today. I saw it when Henry was mocking us, too.

Tess has a flashback to when Henry said he had eyes that weren't there at the moment. She snaps her fingers.

TESS: That's it. Everyone, barricade the doors and windows. In fact, barricade everything. Use the statues and even the floorboards if you have to. Hobbie, do you have a hammer and nails in that pack?

HOBBIE: Yes, but...

TESS: Get them out. We need them.

ZEEK: Tess, are you nuts? What are you...

TESS: That lightning bug. It IS Henry's eyes.

A short while later, the group has completely barricaded the house except for one small hole. The group waits in silence.

HOBBIE: What if he tries to flush us out with another Molotov cocktail?

TESS: He won't. This is his house, and these statues are his most prized possessions.

They wait some more. Eventually, the lightning bug comes through the hole. Just as it does, Zeek sticks out his tongue and takes it into his mouth. A look of disgust appears on his face, and he spits it out.

ZEEK: Ack! My mouth.

Hobbie leaps on the lightning bug and puts it in a bag.

TESS: Give it to me.

Hobbie hands the bag to Tess. She takes it and slams it against the wall. The bug goes limp. Outside, they hear Henry scream. Tess lets the bug out. It appears to be a small female fairy, unconscious. Tess scowls in disgust.

ZEEK: So that's what lightning bugs look like without their glow.

TESS: That's no lightning bug. It's a fairy.

HOBBIE: You mean...

TESS: It must have some psychic link with Henry. He was able to see through her eyes. She acted as a camera, so to speak.

CLIFF: Camera?

TESS: Never mind. All that matters is, with her, he could see where we were, no matter where he was. Even so, that means he had to be an extremely good shot. If he had his eyes, his real eyes, we would never have stood a chance.

HOBBIE: So what now?

Tess grins.

TESS: We give him back his fairy.

Tess kicks down the front door and the four of them storm out. Henry is running wildly in a circle, screaming like mad. His beard is caked with vomit.

HENRY: Beatrix! What the hell did you do to her? Beatrix, where are you? Oh God, where...

Tess raises a pistol and fires, catching Henry in the shoulder. He drops his rifle and falls to the ground, rolling and screaming.

TESS: I've got a proposition for you, Henry. Give us the gun. Leave us alone. And we won't kill the fairy.

HOBBIE: ...Tess?

HENRY: Bitch! Don't you dare touch Beatrix! I'll kill you, I swear!

Henry takes out his knife and runs wildly at Tess. She jumps out of the way, walks calmly to the rifle, and stomps on it, smashing the scope.

HOBBIE: Let's go, Tess.

TESS: You've made this hard, Henry.

Tess rips off Beatrix's wings and throws her into the sand.

HENRY: What... what did you do?

Without a word, Tess turns and starts trotting into the distance, towards the mountains. Henry feels his way through the sand until he finds his fairy. He screams louder than ever when he feels her maimed wings. The four ride silently... they all have frowns on their faces. Henry's echoing scream follows them for a long time.

HOBBIE: (voice over) Dear diary. Today we survived a harrowing encounter with a hunter named Henry. The experience has left everyone in poor spirits. I could easily pass it off as fatigue or shock, but that would be willful ignorance. After all, I feel it in my own heart... the unsettling but firm understanding that Tess Carson had acted wholly inappropriately and with malice. Perhaps it was anger at having been treated like game during hunting season... stemming partially from her resentment of having a horse's body. But to intentionally dismember that poor creature... when, clearly, it was Henry's idea to attack us, not hers... I don't know. I've had my worries about Tess for a while. I thought she had left her madness behind in the cave. Now I'm not so sure.

Hobbie has a flashback to when Peter Hamelin asks him how well he knows his friends. Angry, Hobbie waits until the others are asleep, and Tess is standing watch. He approaches her.

TESS: Hobbie? Why are you still up?

HOBBIE: I need to talk to you. About what happened today.

TESS: I don't think anything needs to be said.

HOBBIE: That's wrong. You acted out of line, Tess. What you did to Beatrix...

TESS: She almost got us killed. Multiple times. What was I supposed to do? Squash her?

HOBBIE: Well... yes. That might have been better. They'll probably end up dying from their injuries, but the process will be long and painful.

TESS: That's what exactly what they deserve. I can't believe you're defending them, Hobbie!

HOBBIE: That's not the only time, Tess. Remember the rat? The scout rat? You tortured it like a POW interrogator!

TESS: That was a rat!

HOBBIE: Tess, I'm not going to stand by and let you have your sadistic pleasures any longer. If you keep it up, you're out of the group. I don't care if we have to walk. We're entering the mountains, anyway. We don't need you anymore.

TESS: Now you're being cruel.

HOBBIE: I have to. I'm the leader.

TESS: Exactly. I know it's taken a while to grasp completely, but civilization doesn't exist out here. Civility doesn't exist. This is Alk... it's a cruel place. If we want to survive, we have to be cruel. It's the only way. And if you must know... that was the fairy that did this to me. It changed me into a deformed monster. I simply returned the favor.

Hobbie stands there looking at Tess with a distrustful eye.

HOBBIE: That's quite a coincidence.

TESS: Hobbie, you have to trust me. I'm sorry if I come off as sadistic, but my experience in Alk has been very trying. It's hard for me to not take advantage when I have the upper hand. But I value our friendship, Hobbie. If you want me to stop, I'll stop. Deal?

HOBBIE: Ok. Deal.

TESS: Good. Now, get some sleep. It'll be your turn in a couple hours.

HOBBIE: All right. How's the leg? I'm sorry I didn't ask earlier, but... you know.

TESS: It's fine. The cut wasn't too deep, and Cliff found me an herb that helped the pain.

HOBBIE: Good.

Chapter Seven (Cut from the Main Story)

Beatrix is lying in the sun, her face covered in blood. As she lies there, she has flashbacks. The first flashback is to a forest, where she and a fellow fairy, Spree, lament the forest's condition.

SPREE: Bee. It's over. The forest is dying.

BEATRIX: I know. But why can't we keep trying? What else can we do?

The second flashback is in the desert, where a weary Beatrix is perched on the railing of Henry's front porch.

HENRY: You... you can really fix my eyesight? That's... a gift I could never have expected.

BEATRIX: It's the least I can do.

The last flashback is of Hobbie's shovel coming toward her face. When this happens, Beatrix comes awake with a gasp. She finds herself face to face with a card... the ace of spades.

BEATRIX: Huh?

Beatrix tries to move. She cries out as she feels the wound on her back, where her wings used to be. Gingerly, she touches the wound and feels a thick layer of dried blood.

BEATRIX: What... what happened to me?

She then realizes that there is something lying in the sand some distance from her. She runs to it... a tiring task, since her leg muscles are underdeveloped thanks to her overusing the wings. When she arrives, she sees that it is the corpse of Henry. His hand is clutching his heart and his face is twisted in agony. Beatrix falls to her knees. Without a word, she begins bawling. Suddenly, there is a crunch in the sand behind her, and she whirls around.

CONDUCTOR: Beatrix?

 BEATRIX: Yes... that's me.

CONDUCTOR: I've been looking for you. What's the matter?

 BEATRIX: It's Henry...

CONDUCTOR: Ah... him? He seems to have died of a heart attack. I'm so sorry.

 BEATRIX: He was my friend... my protector. He called me his guardian angel, but I always said it was he who did the guarding. I don't know what I'll do now...

CONDUCTOR: Come with me, Beatrix. There's nothing else for you out here.

 BEATRIX: You? Where will you...

The conductor steps out of the way. Behind him, Beatrix sees a shiny new locomotive, steaming and resting on a set of rails.

 BEATRIX: A train! Where did it come from?

CONDUCTOR: It's always been here. You've just been looking in the wrong places.

The conductor lets Beatrix climb on his hand. He begins walking toward the train.

 BEATRIX: I thought they abandoned the railroad project. Isn't that right?

CONDUCTOR: That's right.

 BEATRIX: Then how is this here?

CONDUCTOR: Oh, the engineers in Dermenia abandoned it. But the people of Alk continued the project. It should've been ours to begin with.

 BEATRIX: I didn't think people lived in Alk. At least... not anymore.

CONDUCTOR: Nobody in Alk? Little fairy, Alk has a huge population.

 BEATRIX: Oh. Then, where are they?

CONDUCTOR: Some of them are on board.

They climb aboard. Beatrix takes a quick look at the passengers, but the conductor takes her with him to the engine.

CONDUCTOR: You can sit up front with me.

 BEATRIX: But I want to meet some of the people!

CONDUCTOR: It's a bumpy ride, and the passenger cars have no place for you to stay. Come on, I'm good company.

Beatrix is taken to the cabin, and the conductor starts the train. Beatrix sits in the cup holder at the conductor's side.

CONDUCTOR: Tell me what happened.

BEATRIX: It was my fault... I know it was...

CONDUCTOR: What was your fault?

BEATRIX: See... Henry and I had this connection. He could see through my eyes all the time, except for when I was asleep. He mostly used that for hunting.

CONDUCTOR: You were helping him hunt?

BEATRIX: Yes. Earlier, Henry decided he wanted to hunt down the wanderers who came by our home. I thought we had them in a corner... then they got me in a trap. That's the last thing I remember. Without me, Henry was defenseless. I wouldn't be surprised if they killed him.

CONDUCTOR: It sounds like Henry is to blame. He's the one who made you follow those wanderers.

BEATRIX: He didn't make me do anything. I obeyed him out of respect. He helped me survive in the desert... took me into his home... what I do for him, what I did for him, I did out of eternal gratitude.

CONDUCTOR: Survive in the desert? How did you get in the desert, pray tell? Seems like a strange place for a fairy.

BEATRIX: There used to be a forest deep in Alk. It was our own creation... a testament to the power of magic against the earth. Long ago, someone tried going to Naut with a guardian fairy... I guess he thought it would keep him alive. But it didn't. The fairy wandered on its own until it found an oasis. With its powers, it cultivated the forest until it was its own thriving ecosystem... but without the fairies, it would die.

CONDUCTOR: You didn't answer my question.

BEATRIX: The forest died. I still don't know why, but it forced me and the other fairies to leave. As far as I know, I'm the only one left.

CONDUCTOR: The desert is a hard place to live in. Couldn't you use your magic to help yourself? In fact, why can't you use it to fix your wings?

BEATRIX: I can't cast spells on myself. It's a limitation every fairy has.

CONDUCTOR: Damn shame. Well, we're almost there. You won't have to suffer much longer.

BEATRIX: We're almost to Naut? That was fast!

CONDUCTOR: Dear me, no! This train doesn't go to Naut! That would be an impossible trip to make.

BEATRIX: But... that's where the old railroad was planned to go. You said this was a continuation of the old railroad...

CONDUCTOR: That it is. But the destination has been altered entirely.

BEATRIX: To where? Where are we going?

CONDUCTOR: There's a train station coming up. When we get there, I'll explain everything.

Beatrix has a flashback to the cabin with Henry. He is telling the story of the old railroad.

HENRY: They decided to send a train out to a station in Alk. A bit of a celebration, I suppose, for reaching the halfway mark. But the desert had plans of its own. It swallowed the station whole. The celebration met its end at the bottom of a canyon.

Back in the present, Beatrix opens her eyes wide. By now, she is completely out of her daze, and fully aware of what's going on.

BEATRIX: Henry told me what happened to the old railroad... what happened to the train.

CONDUCTOR: Did he, now.

BEATRIX: Where are you taking me? Tell me, now.

CONDUCTOR: I said I'll explain it later...

BEATRIX: Tell me NOW!

CONDUCTOR: No.

BEATRIX: HYA!

Beatrix casts a spell on the conductor, to no effect. He stares at her, blinking. Then he grins.

BEATRIX: You're dead, aren't you? You're the conductor from the train that fell into the canyon.

CONDUCTOR: Close, but no cigar. This is the conductor's body. Me, I have a different name.

The conductor turns black. He appears to be a shade.

BEATRIX: Death!

CONDUCTOR: You were going to die out there, Beatrix. You should be thankful. This way, it'll be quick and painless. Well... it'll be quick.

BEATRIX: NO!

Beatrix jumps out of her seat and falls to the ground. She starts running frantically toward the door.

CONDUCTOR: It's no use, Beatrix. We're almost there!

Beatrix runs to the back of the car. She looks out the side, but sees that the train is moving at a deadly speed. Jumping would do no good. She runs further down to the passenger car, hoping to find an emergency stop button. But the passengers stand up and try to block her way. She turns around, and sees the conductor standing behind her.

CONDUCTOR: It's the will of the people, Beatrix. Embrace it.

HENRY: Not quite.

Henry reveals himself, standing up and pulling down an emergency stop lever. Everyone stumbles as the trains starts grinding to a halt. Beatrix looks at Henry and gasps.

HENRY: There's always a minority.

BEATRIX: Henry??

HENRY: Dead as a doornail, honey. Forget about me. Get going!

CONDUCTOR: Damn it! Get that fairy!

Beatrix runs for the connector. She jumps out and hops onto a rail, clinging on as she endures the extreme deceleration. The conductor makes a grab for her, but she jumps under the car. As she waits for the train to decelerate, a trio of rats climb out and start crawling toward her. She utters a simple spell, making one of the rats sneeze. It bumps into another, and both of them tumble out and are flattened by the train. The last rat crawls toward her, snarling. Beatrix keeps running along the undercarriage, until she reaches the end, where another rat blocks her way. The rats grows closer. Suddenly, they enter a tunnel that bores through the mountain. In the darkness, Beatrix utters another spell that emits a super bright flash. Blinded, the rats shriek and lose their balance. The train is moving at about a fourth of its original speed, now. Beatrix notices that the front of the train is jolting. she knows they are almost at the end of the track. With no other options, she jumps off the back. She stumbles and rolls in the dust, still moving at a high velocity. Ahead of her, the train bounces and jumps off the track. It falls into the canyon. Beatrix is still moving quickly, and she struggles to stop herself before falling off the cliff. She is unsuccessful. She starts falling along the edge of the cliff. She bounces off rocks and piles of scree until she comes to the opening of a cave some distance down the cliff's wall. Bruised and bleeding, she crawls inside, only to find herself face to face with a group of red-eyed creatures inside.

Chapter Eight: Caught in the Undertow

Two fairies are talking in a forest.

SPREE: Bee. It's over. The forest is dying.

BEATRIX: But why can't we keep trying? What else can we do?

SPREE: We can save ourselves.

BEATRIX: What? By going out there? The only thing that's out there for us is death. Why can't we at least die trying to save what we cherish the most?

SPREE: I'm sorry, Bee. This is hard for all of us, but I know it must be worse for you.

BEATRIX: Thanks for the sympathy.

Bee jumps off the flower she's sitting on. Suddenly, she fades away, and there is only Hobbie, jumping headfirst into a pit of sand.

ZEEK: Are you alright, kid?

HOBBIE: Oof... how did I get here?

ZEEK: You were sleepwalking!

Hobbie looks up and sees Zeek sitting at the edge of the pit.

HOBBIE: Wha... you were watching me? Why didn't you wake me up?

ZEEK: You're not supposed to wake up sleepwalkers. Besides, that was the most entertaining thing I've seen in months.

TESS: Sleepwalking is a bad habit to have in the desert. Wander too far from the campsite and you may never find your way back.

HOBBIE: I've never sleepwalked before.

TESS: It could be stress. God knows we have plenty of that out here.

HOBBIE: I don't know... I had a very strange dream, too.

ZEEK: Ooh! Was I in it?

HOBBIE: ...Have you ever had a dream that seemed like it was a snapshot out of someone else's life?

ZEEK: Can't say that I have. I've had dreams that I was flying... many, many times.

TESS: As interesting as all this is, we'd better get moving. We've got a long day ahead.

HOBBIE: As usual.

TESS: Longer than usual, actually.

HOBBIE: Huh?

TESS: Look. Crazy or not, Henry struck me as the kind of guy who's always on top of things. If I'm right, he started following us hours after we were gone. Assuming he's still alive, of course. Blind or not, we pissed that fellow off something awful. And let's not forget about Peter. You said he'll be back soon, right? We don't want to be around when he gets here. So we need to try covering more ground than usual.

ZEEK: Sounds like a plan!

Soon, the group is moving through a mild sandstorm. Visibility is nearly zero, and the members of the party find the sand irritating beyond belief.

ZEEK: Somehow, I doubt we're covering much ground at all!

CLIFF: We'd be lucky not to go in circles in this weather.

TESS: We only need to cover more ground than Henry does. He's probably in the same situation.

ZEEK: What makes you think that? It's a big desert.

TESS: Ah, that's true. We don't know whether he's near...

Hobbie sees a vision again. Beatrix is sitting in Henry's cabin.

HENRY: You... you can really fix my eyesight? That's... a gift I could never have expected.

Back in the real world, Hobbie interrupts Tess while staring off into space.

TESS: ...Or far.

HOBBIE: It's the least I can do.

TESS: ...I'm sorry? Did you say something?

HOBBIE: What? No...

Hobbie looks around fearfully, feeling suddenly vulnerable now that the visions seem to have extended beyond his dreams.

HOBBIE: (voice over) Dear diary. The wind has been blowing sand all day, beginning some time before noon. We move forward regardless, out of fear of our pursuers. If conditions get worse, we will have no choice but to find shelter, else there may be four very strange skeletons in the sand when it all dies down.

Suddenly, the wind catches hold of Hobbie's book. He reaches for it, but Zeek, leaping up and sticking out his tongue, catches it for him. Hobbie jumps down to meet him.

HOBBIE: Wow. Thank you, Zeek!

ZEEK: Cat-like reflexes! Did I tell you my grandfather was a mountain lion?

HOBBIE: No, but I think you ought to keep that to yourself.

ZEEK: Yeah, yeah. So what is this? Like, a diary?

HOBBIE: Uh... yeah.

Zeek flips through the book with a look of amazement on his face.

HOBBIE: Don't give me that. All pioneers keep diaries or journals of some sort.

Zeek hands him back the journal. On the page, immediately after the words "dies down," of the latest entry, Hobbie had written twenty lines of the words "no wings."

ZEEK: Breaking in a new pen?

HOBBIE: Uh...

ZEEK: Kid. Mind telling me what's going on with you?

HOBBIE: ....I.... I think I'm possessed.

ZEEK: Possessed?

HOBBIE: That fairy. Beatrix...

ZEEK: You mean she's dead? We killed her?

HOBBIE: I don't know. But when I have those visions, I am her. I can't explain it anyway other than that.

TESS: Hey! You two! We have to keep moving.

ZEEK: Give us a minute. The greenhorn's got sand in his eyes. (to Hobbie) This is real bad news. Fairies are insanely powerful. If this one still has power as a ghost... oh, I wish I hadn't tried to eat it!

HOBBIE: We did what we had to do to survive.

TESS: Zeek, please guide Hobbie this way. I'm sorry about his eyes, but it's not he's the one that has to see where we're going. Come on, let's go!

ZEEK: I'll try keeping this from Tess. If she finds out you have the fairy inside you, she might kick your ass in the hope that the fairy gets hurt, too. She really hates those things.

HOBBIE: Thanks.

ZEEK: Besides, you're probably gonna give it away yourself.

Hobbie and Zeek climb back onto the saddle, and Tess moves forward. Sometime later, Cliff jumps up and shouts.

CLIFF: Tess, stop!!

Alarmed, Tess nearly trips over herself.

TESS: What is it?

Cliff jumps down and starts crawling forward, smelling.

ZEEK: He really looks like a dog now.

TESS: What is it, Cliff?

CLIFF: That.... is a sand leech.

HOBBIE: What?

CLIFF: Arguably Alk's most frightening denizen. A sand leech's nest is nearly indistinguishable from ordinary depressions in the ground, except to those who know what to look for. We were lucky this time, because with the sand blowing everywhere, this isolated depression was even easier to spot.

ZEEK: Well, what's so scary about it?

CLIFF: This depression is surprisingly unstable. Take one step, and it will collapse, sending you right to the leech. The sticky layer of ooze on its skin proves to be a difficult trap to get out of, but when the leech bites into you with one of its many, many jaws, you are lost. It takes over your mind and saps your body of energy. All that remains for you is a lifetime of mindless, paralyzed agony.

TESS: So... maybe I'll go around it, then.

CLIFF: Good idea. But there are bound to be more in this area.

