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1 
Alfred was flying. He was in a jungle swinging from vine to vine, flying through the air in 

graceful arcs and catching the next vine just in time. The forest around him was a lush, healthy 
green, and the air smelled of rain and sunshine. Upon looking up he saw golden sunshine 
streaming through the leafy branches. It was warm on his face, and he smiled and breathed in 
the scent of the forest as he landed on a thick, mossy tree branch. He was an adventurer. A 
famous adventurer here in the rainforest to do something important… but he couldn’t 
remember what that something was… why was he here? The rainforest and sunshine and birds 
chirping in the trees were fading… fading… 
 Alfred woke with a start. It had been a dream. A mere dream. He was not in a lush, 
green forest where one might swing from vines and be a famous adventurer on important 
missions. He was back in Home Pond, a place where adventures aren’t even thought of, and the 
trees are mostly scrawny and half-dead. Alfred thought also about how in his dream he had 
been swinging from vine to vine; something that was not altogether possible, realistically 
speaking. You see, Alfred is a turtle. A small box turtle, not even eight years of age. Turtles do 
not have hands to grab things with. Turtles are not particularly fast or loud or even usually very 
adventurous. Most turtles tend to lead quiet, peaceful lives and prefer it that way. Most, but 
not all. Throughout history there have been the odd exceptions to everything.   

Alfred happened to have a great aunt Alberta that was very exceptional. Alberta was 
fast, loud, brilliant, and could even juggle (quite an amazing feat for a turtle). Alberta had 
traveled to distant lands and had had many a marvelous adventure when she was in her prime. 
Alberta was Alfred’s idol, hero, and everything he once hoped to become. Alberta was an 
adventurer. As Alfred yawned and got ready to go on his morning walk, he thought about all 
the stories “Auntee Abotuh” had told him when he wasn’t even a year old (he had never been 
able to pronounce his great aunt’s name correctly as a young tot).  

Yes, Alfred always loved his Auntie Alberta’s stories, but she had disappeared on an 
adventure a few years ago. Alfred could picture as clearly as anything the day when she had 



left. It had been autumn and all the trees were beautiful, earthy shades. It was the Day of 
Blessings (a holiday not unlike Thanksgiving), and everyone on Home Pond was celebrating and 
giving thanks for what they had. Alberta had pulled Alfred aside and told him in a quiet, excited 
voice “I’m going on an adventure, Alfred, and we won’t see each other for quite some time. 
This will be my last adventure in the world, and then I’ll come back and retire here at Home 
Pond for the rest of my days.” Then Alberta left leaving nothing behind except her own, small 
home made from an abandoned beaver’s lodge. This she left to her great nieces and nephew to 
live in as their parents had barely any room in their tiny hut that they occupied about two feet 
down the shore of Home Pond.  

This lodge, which everyone usually simply called “The Lodge,” was where Alfred and his 
four sisters lived. Alfred’s sisters were Angelina, Ariel, Amy, and Alice Durgle (Durgle was their 
last name). They all had very ambitious goals and interests in life, and for this reason they were 
well known throughout all of Home Pond as “The Dreaming Durgles.”  

 Angelina was the eldest of the five by six hours. She was quiet, kind, and modest; yet 
still confident and unafraid to be who she was. Ever since she had hatched, she’d loved dance. 
When she was little, not even a year old, she had been known to randomly start humming and 
swaying contentedly. When she’d grown old enough to speak she said that she wanted to be a 
well-known dancer, and someday earn the title “Most Graceful Turtle”.  

Ariel was the second eldest, having hatched six hours after Angelina. She was the 
dreamiest of the five, and her passion was for art. She loved to experiment and dabble in all 
sorts of different media (her most interesting experiment being when she had dressed herself 
as a statue and stood outside for hours until her mother forced her to come in out of the cold). 

She shared a large fallen tree with Angelina, and they split it so that half of it was used 
for an art studio and half for dance. This tree was most peculiar in that it had blown over in a 
strong wind, yet was still alive. It simply lived parallel to the ground and had a few roots 
protruding out of the ground.    

It was in these protruding roots that Alice kept her instruments that she had whittled. 
Alice loved music and had quite the ear for the perfect note to be played next. She loved to sing 
and play her instruments (her favorite being the flute). Alice was the youngest. She had given 
everyone quite a scare when she was still an egg because she hatched so much later than the 
other Durgles. Everyone had thought that she was a bad egg (in the most literal sense possible), 
but they kept her and, a week and a half later, she hatched.  

Amy was the middle child, having hatched after Ariel and before Alfred. Her dream was 
to become an Olympic runner and be able to compete in the Olympics they held every other 
year between Home Pond and neighboring lakes. Amy was very determined and wasn’t one to 
sit around and do nothing. She was the most athletic of all of them and loved not only running, 
but all sorts of other activities as well. She would attempt rock climbing occasionally, despite 
the fact that turtles cannot grip things, and once she had even tried to climb a particularly steep 
face on The Mountain. 

The Mountain was the only mountain that could be seen from Home Pond. In fact, 
Home Pond was in the foothills of The Mountain. No one really knew what lay west on the 
other side of The Mountain; for all anyone at Home Pond knew, the world could simply drop off 
into nothingness on the west side of The Mountain. It was there, on the other side, that Alfred 
truly wanted to explore. 



Alfred’s thoughts were interrupted by the bright light of day as he walked outside. The 
sky was picture perfect with an icy breeze blowing through the cozy picture. The sun was a 
bright, golden orb suspended in a light blue sky marred only by the occasional wispy cloud. It 
was late summer, and the days were growing colder and longer as the season morphed into 
autumn. Alfred decided it was too chilly outside for his walk right then and that he needed to 
have something warm to eat first, so he walked the few steps to his parents’ cozy home to have 
breakfast and chat. 

“Good morning!” he called out cheerfully as he stepped over the threshold of his 
parents’ house, closing the door behind him against the brisk wind outside. 

“Did you sleep well last night, pumpkin?” asked his mother, Arabella. 
Alfred sighed in annoyance, and looked his mother in the eye.   
“Mom. My name is Alfred. Al. Fred. You can call me a normal nickname that is at least 

close to my real name, but most certainly not pumpkin.” 
Arabella burst out laughing.  
“I’m sorry, honey, but you’re so funny when you try to be serious!”  
Alfred pursed his lips and tried to be mad, but Arabella drew him in close and kissed his 

forehead. He gave in and hugged her back. 
“Did you sleep well last night, Alfred?” a smile played around her lips as she emphasized 

his name. 
He shrugged. “I had another dream about being an adventurer.” 
“Was it a good dream?” asked Arabella as she slid Alfred off of her lap and onto a chair 

so she could make breakfast. 
“I suppose it was nice while I was dreaming, but when I woke up I was sort of 

disappointed that it wasn’t real.”                  
“Oh, honey. It’s okay,” said Arabella sympathetically. “You can be an adventurer 

someday. If you believe it can happen, then it can. In some way or another,” she smiled 
encouragingly at her son and Alfred smiled, too. His mom always had a way of cheering him up, 
though he still felt a slight knot of anxiety in the pit of his stomach.  

 “Do you want spinach for breakfast?” Alfred nodded enthusiastically, remembering his 
hunger.  

“With shredded carrots?” she asked. Alfred shook his head. “Bugs. I want bugs, mom.” 
Alfred spent the rest of the morning with his mom as she tidied up the house and made 

maggot rolls for a snack. Then she said: 
 “Well, this has been an absolutely capital morning, but I think I’m going to have to go to 

Terry’s house. Argus, your father, that is, went over there early this morning to deliver a 
minnow pie. Terry just had her baby a couple days ago and we thought we’d help them out by 
making a meal for their family. Anyway, your father isn’t back yet, so I think I’ll go fetch him.”  

Alfred knew that by “Fetch him” his mother meant that she would stay and talk and fuss 
over the newborn babe for the rest of the day. Terry was their neighbor that lived across the 
pond with her husband, Wally. They were both beavers and had a habit of chewing on bits of 
their walls when they got nervous.  

“Alfred,” said his mother as she pulled on a sweater in preparation for her long walk in 
the cold, “Take these maggot rolls to your sisters. I’m sure they’re hungry by now, and I might 
end up having supper over at Terry’s.” 



“Will do!” said Alfred happily. He and his sisters usually got along quite well, as well as 
you can get along with siblings. He said goodbye to his mom and watched as she trudged into 
the wind for a while. Then he wrapped a scarf around his neck and started on his mission to 
deliver the maggot rolls. 

Alfred shivered as he stepped out of the door. There was a brisk wind that swept 
throughout the pond, shaking the dying leaves off of trees that swayed with the breeze. But 
something else carried in the wind:  

“Oh! Cold is the wind that opposes the trees:  
The trees that creak and moan in the breeze, 
And pity do I, all who fly 
Above me like the geese and the bees!” 
Alfred recognized Alice’s improvisational lyrics at once and he smiled to himself. Alice 

was always writing poetry and setting it to music. Usually the lyrics were very ridiculous and 
were written simply to make people laugh. That was another thing about Alice; she had a great 
sense of humor and could almost always brighten someone’s day with her sunny disposition.  

As Alfred neared Alice’s music hut, which was only a few yards away from The Lodge, his 
sister spotted him and started up with a new tune: 

“There stands Alfred by the lake  
He finally got up and is now awake 
We thought that he would sleep ‘till three 
Unlike me, who’s up at daybreak” 
In between every line she added a small flute solo and did a funny jig, so that by the 

time Alfred reached her music hut he was laughing like a hyena.  
“Really, Al, you ought to try getting up to see the sunrise sometime,” Alice stated as she 

lowered the flute from her mouth. “This morning the sky looked as if it were on fire; so bright 
were the colors in it. Besides, you know what dad always says, ‘The early turtle gets the 
minnow’.” She looked disapprovingly at Alfred.   

“I did get up earlier,” Alfred objected. “I was spending the morning with mom. She just 
left to go to Terry’s and told me to deliver these maggot rolls to all the sibs.” 

“Ooooohh!” said Alice hungrily as she took the basket of rolls from Alfred. “Those do 
look yummy!”  

It was Alfred’s turn to look disapproving. “Save some for the others, sis.”  
Alice handed the basket back to Alfred, who thought that it was much lighter than it had 

been.  
“Anyway,” Alice said through a mouthful of food, “we still haven’t completely figured 

out our birthday agenda.”  
Alfred groaned. He was not looking forward to this upcoming birthday when he and his 

sisters would turn eight. He and his sisters’ first five birthdays had been fun mainly because 
Auntie Alberta had been there telling stories and the most ridiculous jokes and limericks. The 
last two, however, had been a completely different can of worms. In Alberta’s absence, the 
parties just hadn’t been as fun for Alfred or his sisters. They had seemed empty and dull, but it 
seemed that Alice was going to try to change that this year. 

“You can stop your complaining right there because this birthday is going to be fun,” 
Alice stated. This latter sentence was served with a look that seemed to Alfred to add an “Or 



else” to it. “There will be plenty of entertainment this time,” Alice continued. “Angelina will be 
performing several snazzy dance routines, a few of which I’ll be playing my flute for. Ariel is 
probably working on her art show as we speak. I’m very much looking forward to that, mind 
you. Oh, and Amy just won’t stand for us to not include running in some manner or another. I’m 
thinking of incorporating a few creative relay races and-” 

“Alice,” interjected Alfred exasperatedly. “The birthday party isn’t until three weeks 
from now.”  

Alice simply sighed and shook her head, and then turned and hurried back to her music 
hut with an exclamation of, “Lots to do, little time! If you don’t want to help, then stop 
bothering me!” 

“Bothering you?!! I come here and give you food and you say that I’m bothering you?!!” 
Alfred shouted indignantly at Alice, who was bustling back to her hut and wasn’t paying him any 
mind. “Well,” Alfred thought aloud, “I’ll go see what Ariel has planned for her art show; that 
ought to be interesting. And maybe Angelina will show me what she has choreographed so far.” 
so Alfred plodded at a brisk pace (if one can plod briskly) to Ariel’s art studio, which wasn’t far 
away, being connected to Alice’s music hut.  

Quite suddenly, there was a loud whoosh-whoosh and an equally loud “Hoo-hoo! Hoo-
hoo!” right behind Alfred. Needless to say, he jumped nearly a foot in the air in fright (which is 
saying something since he himself is not even a half of a foot long). He slowly turned around, 
bracing himself for something great and terrible. Nevertheless, he was not prepared for a 
magnificent snowy owl that was so huge it was probably perfectly capable of swallowing a small 
turtle whole.  

“Alfred, is it?” the owl inquired in a powerful, feminine voice. The owl stared at him as if 
expecting some sort of sign that she was talking to the right turtle, but all that poor Alfred was 
capable of was a soft gurgling in the back of his throat. The owl looked at Alfred for a while, but 
after realizing that Alfred was not regaining control over his vocal chords any time soon, she 
decided to assume that this was, indeed, Alfred Durgle.  

“Anyway,” said the owl, “you may be wondering why I’m talking to you and not eating 
you or doing something else useful.” She paused, seeming to savor the thought of eating a 
young, helpless turtle. “Well, I’m here to warn you. Or rather, Spry-Wing sent me here to warn 
you.”  

“I-I-I’m sorry,” stuttered Alfred as he regained his ability to speak. “B-but who’s Spry-
Wing?” 

The owl eyed him coldly. “It’s none of your business of whom I speak. Now, enough of 
your stupid questions, and on with what I was sent here to do. You have been watched, young 
turtle.” Alfred shivered. He did not much like the idea of giant, hungry birds watching his every 
move. “And Spry-Wing thinks that you have much to learn. He knows that something shall 
happen to you that you won’t much like. But Spry-Wing is wise and knows that this incident 
must happen unless you realize something about your deepest desire is terribly awry.”  

Alfred was now completely taken aback and a little bit offended, which gave him new 
strength to speak to the fear-inspiring bird. “I beg your pardon, but I see nothing wrong with my 
ambition to be a famous adventurer someday! Just because it’s not the average goal of a turtle, 
it can still happen!”  



The owl shook her great head, smiling ruefully at Alfred. “There is nothing wrong with 
that, puny turtle. The problem is the fact that you want fame and love even when you already 
have plenty of both exactly where you are. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to travel the 
world and make new friends, but you haven’t even met half of the people here where you live 
now.  

“The point is you’re looking forward to the beauty that you might see in the future so 
much that you’re overlooking the beauty that surrounds you right here, right now!” 

If Alfred had had eyebrows, they would have been raised. He was starting to think that 
this owl was more nutty than terrifying the more she talked about needing to live in the “Right 
here, right now.” 

“So what if I look forward to the future? I don’t understand…” 
The owl interrupted Alfred with an exasperated sigh. “You just don’t get it, do you!” she 

exclaimed. “It’s wonderful to have hopes and dreams, but you’re not happy, and you’re not 
doing anything about it! And by doing nothing about it, you’re missing out on Earth’s beauty!” 

Alfred stared blankly at the owl, and then, in an attempt to get away from the seemingly 
insane bird of prey without being rude, he said “Well, it was nice meeting you, but I really must 
be getting on.”  

“I knew it,” said the owl disdainfully. “I just knew I wouldn’t be able to get anything 
through that thick skull of yours. But you’ll learn your lesson soon enough. We owls Know.” The 
owl flew away without even a glance back at the young turtle she had just confused.  

“Well, I’ll be! I do believe that was the strangest thing that has ever happened to me,” 
Alfred thought aloud. “You’d think that a great owl like that would have better things to do 
than terrorize innocent children. ‘Not noticing the beauty of the earth.’ What codswallop! And 
what was that part about ‘We owls Know?’ It sounded very ominous, I think.” Alfred looked 
over his shoulder. All of this talk about something unpleasant and unexpected happening to 
him was starting to take its toll. Alfred decided that he didn’t want to be out in the open after 
his unnerving encounter with the owl, so he hurried as quickly as he could to Ariel’s studio.  

*** 
Only minutes later he arrived at his much appreciated destination. Anywhere out of the 

open was now a haven for Alfred, whose imagination had started to run wild as he’d hastened 
to Ariel’s studio. 

“Ariel! Ariel! Where are you?” Alfred called into the apparently empty studio. Alfred 
remembered the owl’s words about how, “Something shall happen to you that you won’t much 
like,” and he started to panic, thinking they had taken his sister!  

“Ariel! Ariel! Sister!” The more he cried out, the more worried he became. 
“What? Why do you sound so panicked, Al? Is something wrong?” Alfred’s thoughts of 

disaster where interrupted by a dreamy voice drifting out from behind a large canvas.  
“Ariel!” shouted Alfred happily. “You’re alive!” 
“Of course I’m alive!” responded Ariel in a slightly less dreamy voice. “Why wouldn’t I 

be?” 
“Oh, umm, no reason.” Alfred was starting to feel rather embarrassed about his 

momentary panic now that he knew that Ariel was all right. “I’m just making a mountain out of 
an ant hill, as usual. Here,” he said, trying to change the subject, “have a maggot roll.” 



Ariel peeked her head out from behind the canvas she was working on. She wore a 
painty, but stern, expression as she said “Alfred, tell me what happened to make you frightened 
so, or else you’ll be painted pink for a month!”  

Alfred figured it wouldn’t improve his situation to be even more easily visible, and he 
didn’t doubt that Ariel would paint him a lurid pink that wouldn’t come off for weeks, so he told 
Ariel everything about his strange encounter with the owl. Everything, that is, except the part 
about the owl telling Alfred that he needed to improve his attitude about life. The way Alfred 
told it, the owl flew down simply to frighten him with tales about being watched by large birds 
of prey and unpleasant things happening to him.  

Ariel seemed to suspect that Alfred wasn’t telling all. “So, let me get this straight. A 
giant snowy owl swooped down from the sky just to tell you that something “unpleasant” was 
going to happen to you?”  

Alfred nodded. 
“Are you absolutely certain that she didn’t say anything else? Anything at all?” 
“Well,” started Alfred, “there might have been something else…” 
“What was it?” Ariel looked exasperatedly at Alfred when he didn’t respond. “Alfred, 

this could be really important. I mean, that owl was probably part of the Council of the Owls!” 
Alfred rolled his eyes. “Ariel, the Council of the Owls is a legend. A myth! It doesn’t exist! 

It’s just a fairytale that’s told to children to get them to fall asleep at night.”  
Ariel shook her head stubbornly. I don’t believe it. I still remember the stories that 

Auntie Alberta used to tell us about the Owl Council that gathers at night and discusses what is 
best for the world.”  

“Ariel,” Alfred said gently, “some of the stories Auntie Alberta told us were just that: 
stories!” 

“They have mild Seeing powers, too. You know, they can predict the future.” Ariel went 
on, ignoring Alfred.  

 “Not everything she said actually happened.” Alfred exclaimed in frustration. 
 Ariel ignored her brother, and then looked excited all of a sudden. “Alfred! It fits! It all 

fits! If that owl really was part of the Council of the Owls, then I’d bet my best work of art that 
Spry-Wing is the Leader!” 

“You’re not listening, Ariel! There is no Owl Council!” As soon as he said it, Alfred was 
ashamed of his outburst and wished he had just let the subject drop. 

This time when Ariel spoke, it was in a soft, slightly sad voice. “If Auntie Alberta made up 
the stories about the Owl Council, then how do you know she didn’t just make up all the other 
stories? You know, the ones about all of her adventures.” 

Alfred was speechless. The thought had never even crossed his mind that his Auntie had 
ever spoken anything but the truth when it came to her adventures. She was his hero; it wasn’t 
possible for her to be anything less than what he thought her to be. It just wasn’t possible.  

“Can I see what you have planned for your art show?” asked Alfred, trying to change the 
subject. 

“Yeah. Sure. Of course.” Ariel was slightly taken aback by the sudden change of subject, 
but she showed Alfred a few of her best pieces even though she could see that he wasn’t really 
into it.  



“I’m sorry, you know,” Ariel began after they were done with the short tour and Alfred 
was preparing to leave. “I’m sure that Auntie…” 

“It’s fine,” Alfred interrupted. “You don’t have to apologize.” 
Ariel smiled ruefully. She knew perfectly well that it was not fine, but instead of forcing 

an apology on Alfred, she took a roll for both her and Angelina, said goodbye, and let him leave.   
Alfred decided to take a walk around the pond so he could find Amy. He figured that she 

would be jogging along the shore and he still needed to give her a maggot roll. While he 
walked, he thought. This new idea about his aunt not actually having been an adventurer was, 
in his opinion, completely impossible. So he skipped that thought and  instead contemplated 
the owl and her message.  

“Something shall happen to you that you won’t much like.” Alfred repeated aloud the 
most disturbing line that the owl had said to him. “I wonder what that could be. It could be a 
fabulous adventure with plenty of danger and excitement! An adventure just like the ones that 
Auntie Alberta used to go on! It could be-” Alfred stopped short. He’d thought that he’d heard 
the noise of wings beating the air, but now it was silent. He must have just imagined them 
because he was thinking about the owl. He continued walking and thinking until… 

The loudest most obnoxious noise Alfred had ever heard rent the still air as something 
large and feathery came flying out of the sky hollering as it flew, or rather, as it fell. But it never 
hit the ground. Alfred felt large, webbed feet grip his body; he dropped the basket of rolls and 
cried out in surprise and fear. He felt a swooping sensation in the pit of his stomach as he was 
lifted off of the ground and into the unknown… 

2 
 Alfred was flying. But this was no jungle and he was not a famous explorer on an 
important mission. This was also not a dream. He was a small, frightened turtle in the clutches 
of a big, feathery, flying something. Probably a bird, thought Alfred. He craned his neck upward 
in an attempt to get a better look at his kidnapper. All that he could see was the wings and 
head of the creature, but it was enough to determine that it was definitely a bird; some kind of 
bird with a long neck and giant, powerful wings.  

 Knowing what it was that had kidnapped him lessened the tension in the pit of Alfred’s 
stomach slightly, but he was still quite scared (not to mention confused). He yelled for help, 
shouting again and again, but his voice was thin and weak and soon lost in the high wind that 
came with high elevation. Well, thought Alfred as he stopped hollering, screaming my head off 
doesn’t seem to be doing any good. He looked down the landscape to get his bearings and saw 
that they were flying east. At least I’m not being carried over The Mountains, was Alfred’s 
thought, but he was still being carried away from home.   

Then Alfred had an idea. He figured that there was a small possibility that the bird might 
not mean him harm. It might be just as confused as him! Maybe, if he could just talk to the bird, 
he could reason with it and get it to carry Alfred home. So he started squirming and prodding 
the great underbelly of the creature in an effort to get its attention. He writhed and wriggled 
and was almost dropped, but the webbed feet that held him clutched him all the more tightly. 
Alfred’s heart sank. It didn’t seem as though this bird was in any mood to reason and talk things 
out. How am I ever going to be able to escape and get home? thought Alfred worriedly. And 
even if I freed myself from this great bird’s grasp I would just fall to my demise. Alfred was in a 
pickle.  



*** 
However, Alfred was not quite right in thinking that the bird had not noticed his 

desperate attempts to get its attention. Less than a minute after Alfred’s squirming episode, 
another unprecedented something happened, something almost more frightening than being 
carted off unexpectedly. They began to fall, or perhaps fall isn’t the right word because the bird 
that clutched Alfred let out a loud shout of delight as they dive-bombed a lake that lay below 
them.  

Alfred felt the wind whistle menacingly in his ears as they plummeted toward the earth 
much too quickly for the comfort of a small, young box turtle. He braced himself for impact just 
as they cannon-balled spectacularly into the cool, clean lake water. 

Alfred tried to free himself underwater, and if he’d gotten away he probably would have 
been able to get home right then and there without too much fuss. Unfortunately, he was still 
grasped tightly around the middle by his kidnapper despite the water that made Alfred that 
much harder to hold. As a matter of fact, Alfred thought that he might drown, seeing as how he 
couldn’t paddle for the surface; but just when he was starting to panic, both he and the 
Whatever-It-Was flopped ashore with a mighty whump! 

Alfred was released from the feet that had been his straightjacket as soon as they were 
on the shore. He lay, quiet and still, with his eyes closed, trying to convince himself that when 
he opened his eyes, he would be back at Home Pond in The Lodge within short walking distance 
from his family. But he knew deep down that it had not been a nightmare or day-mare or 
hallucination of any sort (although this didn’t exactly make the prospect of getting up any more 
appealing). But he also knew that he couldn’t just lie there forever, so he opened his eyes and 
looked hesitantly around.  

For a moment he thought that he really was back at Home Pond, and it had all been a 
bad dream, but then he took a closer look at his surroundings and saw that the lake was a 
slightly different shape than Home Pond; it was more of a lumpy oval and less round. The trees 
were taller, and the lake itself had more algae in it than Home Pond, giving it an eerie, greenish 
glow. Finally, he saw the bird that had carried him here. When Alfred saw the thing that had 
flown him here he did a double-take, for it was the strangest bird Alfred had ever seen. For 
starters, it was a goose and geese just naturally look funny, but this goose was just plain… well… 
goosey. It was pacing back and forth mumbling to itself in a way that made it seem as though it 
had a screw loose. It was also wearing aviation goggles and had a pair of blue clogs tied around 
its neck with a piece of string.  

“Umm, excuse me?” Alfred tried to address the apparently insane bird. “Excuse me!” 
This time, Alfred half-shouted at the eccentric bird to get its attention. The goose’s head 
snapped up. Alfred started to address the goose, but he interrupted before Alfred could even 
draw breath to speak.  

“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!” exclaimed the goose as he stared in awe at Alfred. “I’ve 
found myself a talking rock!” 

The goose’s voice was definitely male and had a tone that almost sounded rather like a 
goose’s honk. But Alfred was not thinking about the bird’s voice; he was thinking about what 
the goose had just said. A talking rock???? Needless to say, Alfred was confused. 

“I just thought that I was findin’ myself a particularly lovely pebble to add to my rock 
collection, and then I feels it a-squirmin’ and a-wrigglin’ so I says to myself ‘Elvis, you gotta find 



out what this is that makes it squirm!’ So I lands and it don’t do nothin’ special. That is, ‘till I 
finds out it can talk!” The goose, who had said all of this in one breath, continued to stare at 
Alfred, panting slightly. 

Yup, thought Alfred to himself. This guy definitely has a screw loose.  
“Mr. Goose, Sir,” began Alfred, “I’m not a rock.” But the goose wasn’t listening to Alfred. 

As soon as he had been addressed as “Sir,” he burst out with a laugh that sounded more like 
honking than anything.  

“An’ a polite talkin’ rock, too!” The goose bowed to Alfred and said, “My name is Elvis. 
You can call me Elvis, and I’ll call you Rocky.”  

Alfred simply stared. He couldn’t believe it. He had been kidnapped by a crazy goose 
named Elvis who believed Alfred to be a talking rock. Wow, Alfred thought. What are the odds?  

He sighed and looked back at Elvis, who was now doing an impromptu dance that kind 
of looked like some sort of dying animal struggling to get up. Elvis was also singing. His voice 
matched the dance perfectly.  

“Elvis?” Alfred tried to get the attention of the goosey goose.  
“Yes?” Elvis stopped dancing so as to better hear what Alfred had to say. “What is it, 

Rocky?” 
Alfred ignored the rock reference. “I need to get home, Elvis. You took me away from 

my family, and they will be worried. They’re probably out looking for me as we speak. I don’t 
know which way is home. I don’t even know how far it is. The point is- I need your help.” Alfred 
looked imploringly at the goose. 

“Ahh,” said the goose thoughtfully. “A mission. A noble quest.”  Elvis looked seriously at 
Alfred. “I will help you. Poor, lost Rocky is in trouble and Elvis put him there. Elvis will undo the 
angst he has caused his poor, pebbly friend by returning him to his home.” Elvis stood, beak in 
the air, and Alfred had to admit that he looked rather impressive framed against the sky. 

“One question,” said a slightly confused-looking Elvis. “Why do you want to get home so 
quickly? Why not go on an adventure with Elvis?”  

“Well,” Alfred started, “I would love to go on an adventure with you; in fact, I’ve wanted 
to go on an adventure for my whole life. But, like I said before, I have a family that will be 
worried about me, and I don’t want them to be worried. I need to go home so that they know 
that I’m all right.” He didn’t say the fact that he barely knew Elvis because he was worried of 
offending his ride home. But, as an afterthought, he did add “And I have this birthday party in 
two and a half weeks for my sisters and me. I don’t want them to spend a birthday worrying.” 

Elvis jumped up and down in glee. “Ooohhhh! I just love birthdays! If I help you, Rocky, 
can I pretty, pretty please come to the party?” Elvis went silent and stared at Alfred in 
anticipation as he waited for an answer.  

“Sure, I suppose it would be all right if you came.”  
Elvis laughed and scooped Alfred up in a hug worthy of a bear. “This just keeps getting 

better and better.” Elvis put Alfred down and closed his eyes as he murmured, “I think I feel a 
poem coming.  

“First I finds a rock 
Then I realizes he can talk 
A favor to him I will lend 
Because Rocky is my friend!” 



“Wow! I’m impressed. You’re actually a pretty good poet.” Elvis beamed radiantly at 
Alfred’s compliment; then went quiet and thoughtful.  

“At your birthday, will there be lots of people?” Elvis inquired. 
Alfred nodded, unsure where Elvis was going with this train of thought.  
“So, could I perform for all of these people?” Elvis looked at Alfred for an answer. 
“Of course, Elvis. What exactly would you perform, though?”  
“Ooohhh! I would do many, many things. I am a very talented goose, you know.” Elvis 

nodded importantly and went on. “I could say a few original poems, and maybe sing and 
dance!”  

Alfred was rather apprehensive about Elvis’s latter talent. He had heard him sing and 
dance earlier, and let me tell you, it wasn’t the prettiest sight (or sound) in the world. But 
before he could voice his uncertainty, Elvis was putting on the blue shoes that had previously 
been tied around his neck.  

“I shall audition for you, Rocky. This is my favorite song, and I know that you will like it, 
too.”  

Once again, Alfred couldn’t believe it. He wanted to get home, and here he was 
watching a goose perform the song “Blue Suede Shoes” with an improvisational dance. It was 
silly. It was goofy. It was hilarious. Alfred giggled. Then he chuckled. Pretty soon, Alfred was 
rolling on the ground laughing so hard that tears streamed down his face.  

Elvis stopped his performance and frowned at Alfred. “You don’t like it?”  
Alfred stopped laughing. “No!” Alfred was appalled that he might have offended his new 

friend. “I loved it. That was awesome. I wasn’t laughing at you. You were being funny, in a good 
way.” Alfred smiled, hoping Elvis wouldn’t take offense.  

And Elvis smiled back. He tied his shoes back around his neck.  
“I don’t want your family to worry about you; so now, dear Rocky, I will return you to 

your family.” Before Alfred could even say, “Goose,” Elvis had scooped him up and started 
flying. 

*** 
Alfred was terrified. He was beginning to discover that he didn’t much like heights, but 

he opened his eyes, so he could try to spot Home Pond below him. None of the lakes looked 
familiar, and Alfred was starting to think that Elvis didn’t have a clue where they were supposed 
to be going (as a matter of fact, Elvis didn’t have a clue in which direction Home Pond was). All 
at once, Alfred saw a pond. It was the clear, blue color of Home Pond; it was a perfect circle, 
except for one small eddy, just like Home Pond; the trees were all the right size and shape and 
Alfred knew that it was Home. Home Pond was sprawled in front of them like a giant throw rug 
before the fire. Home Pond was below them; Alfred could see Elvis and his reflection. And… 
Home Pond was behind them. They’d passed it, and now The Mountains were before them, 
looming and ominous. 

“Elvis!” Alfred screamed into the wind, “Put me down! That was Home Pond! We need 
to go back! Put me down!” 

Elvis didn’t completely hear Alfred over the roaring of the wind. They were awfully high 
up and flying quite fast, after all. However, he did manage to decipher one thing that Alfred 
kept repeating again and again: “Put me down.”  

“Okey-Dokey! Whatever you say!” And with that, Elvis dropped Alfred.  



*** 
You may be wondering what one thinks while plummeting toward the earth at 

breakneck speed. You may be wondering if your life flashes before your eyes, if you see all of 
your mistakes and successes laid before you like photographs in an open album. Well, no one 
really knows what everyone thinks while falling to their demise, but when Alfred reflected back 
on that moment, he could only recall having thought or said one thing: “AAAHHHHHHH!!!!!” 

Although Alfred had discovered that he did not like heights at all, right now he would 
have given anything to be flying again. He was completely and utterly convinced that he would 
not live to see another day. However, sometimes life surprises us in the most wonderful ways, 
and things don’t go as we expected them to. This was one of those times.  

Firstly, when Alfred was dropped by Elvis, they had been barely above the tree line; 
thus, Alfred did not have a terribly long way to fall. Secondly, there was a very convenient river 
flowing right beneath Alfred when he fell. So, instead of this fall being poor Alfred’s demise, it 
was the start of a very exciting adventure; an adventure that would lead him toward something 
quite unprecedented.  

*** 
“I still don’t understand why you’ve taken so much interest in the case of a measly little 

turtle. It doesn’t make sense!” 
“It doesn’t make sense to you, Snow-Feather. But I’ve rather taken a liking to the young 

turtle in question, not to mention his sweet old aunt.” 
“Spry-Wing, you can’t send someone on an adventure just because you’ve taken a liking 

to them. You know that We shouldn’t poke our beaks into anything unless absolutely necessary; 
and even then, certain protocol must be followed to insure stability on Earth. Those who See 
mustn’t get caught up in the little things; We must look at the big picture. I don’t mean to 
question your authority or your judgment; I just want an explanation. Why him?” 

“Now, Snow-Feather, you and I both know that we can’t interfere too much. That would 
be too dangerous because of our Sight, as you so kindly reminded me.” The look that Spry-Wing 
gave Snow-Feather after the latter comment said quite clearly that any such reminders were 
neither needed nor appreciated.  

“However,” continued Spry-Wing, “even We are allowed to set things in motion, like 
giving a line of dominoes a little nudge. You know that poor Alfred’s great aunt is lost. She 
would have been back at Home Pond a long time ago, but she couldn’t find her way home after 
traveling over The Mountain. All I did was gave things a little nudge so she can be found again. 
And it’s all the better if our young friend, Alfred, learns a few lessons along the way. And 
remember, Snow-Feather, small and insignificant are two very different things.”  

“I see. I See.” 
*** 

Splooosh! Alfred gasped as he hit the icy river water below. His muscles seized in 
response to the shock of the sudden cold, and his breath left his lungs so quickly his chest hurt 
until he was left coughing and struggling to fill his lungs once again with something other than 
ice-cold river. Everything was a bubbly blur as he was tossed roughly about by the crushing 
current like a ragdoll (it was a very good thing that he had a shell). He was fighting against a 
creature that could not lose. He could not defeat the current of the mighty river that pushed 



him under again and again; he could only push himself to keep fighting and to never give up. He 
prayed that the river would let him go. That it would let him be. Let him breathe. 

Then his head broke the surface, but before he could even register that he could 
breathe he was shoved back into the river’s icy depths. Alfred became dizzy due to the lack of 
oxygen and the rapid current of the river. He was going to drown. He couldn’t get to the 
surface. Swim as he might, the river would always push him down and he needed air 
desperately. Need. Air. Alfred’s lungs were about to burst. He looked up at the seemingly 
endless stretch of water that separated him from air. Glorious, fresh, clean air.  

Then, he must have started seeing things, because a great, big feathery something was 
flying down and grasped him in its giant talons. He needed to breathe. Suddenly, his reflexes 
took over and he inhaled. Everything was still. Everything was gone.  

*** 
 It was dark. That was the first thing that Alfred noticed; that and the fact that he had no 
idea where he was. Then it came back. His recollection of what had happened to him came 
rushing back like a freight train without any brakes: The owl, Elvis, seeing home, flying past 
home, plummeting into rapids, being rescued from the rapids (that unto itself was a very 
unsettling question: who had rescued him from the river?), then… here. Where is here? Alfred 
puzzled over where he could be. He was clearly floating in some kind of lake, and the distant 
sound of running water told Alfred that this lake was fed by a river. Darn, thought Alfred. Home 
Pond is not fed by a river, which means that I’m not in Home Pond and it was all real. Not a 
dream. Real. 
 Alfred peered about so as to get a better look at his surroundings, but all that he could 
find out was that, wherever he was, it got very dark here. There was a new moon that night, 
and there must have been a dense fog hanging over the area because there wasn’t even a 
single star to relieve Alfred’s eyes from the utter darkness that pressed in from all sides. Alfred 
felt rather claustrophobic and (though he was slow to admit it afterward) more than a little bit 
frightened. He didn’t want to be in the middle of the lake anymore. Being alone in the dark in a 
lake with Who-Knows-What swimming in it does not exactly put one’s mind at ease. Anyhow, 
Alfred paddled for the shore, which (thankfully) was nearby and flopped onto the bank with a 
loud squelch!  
 The bank was exceedingly muddy, and Alfred could hardly stand up. Under normal 
circumstances Alfred would have moved to a nice, grassy area to rest. However, these were not 
normal circumstances, and besides, Alfred was extremely tired (and not to mention hungry) 
after his short (yet terrifying) trip down the river. And so, after determining that he would not 
sink into the mud any further, he settled down and prepared for sleep.  
 But sleep did not come immediately, and before it did, it hit him. He was lost. The only 
thing he knew for sure was that he wasn’t home, and he was alone. Alone. All those times when 
he’d wanted to be left alone and now he finally got his wish. Great, thought Alfred sarcastically. 
Just great. Then he thought about his mom and dad and sisters and friends and all of the 
creatures that called Home Pond home that he’d never bothered to befriend and tears sprang 
to his eyes. He sniffled. He sobbed. Before he knew it, he was howling and wailing like a 
banshee. Why? thought Alfred miserably, Why did this have to happen to me? What did I do to 
deserve this?  



Then he remembered what had happened that had started it all. It’s the owl’s fault! 
Alfred’s mind filled with anger at the snowy owl. I’ll bet that owl wanted to just ruin my life for a 
laugh. I’ll bet that that’s it. Alfred fumed and muttered and let his new anger simmer and stew 
until he remembered the owl’s message.  
 Oh, thought Alfred as it came back to him. The owl was trying to help me, wasn’t she? 
Hmm, yes, I remember now. And her message was to look for the beauty in the world. Well, I 
can’t see a thing right now, but perhaps I ought to be more thankful. I am alive after all; that’s a 
miracle unto itself.  

So, vowing to be optimistic and thankful in the future, Alfred fell into a very deep sleep 
in which he dreamed many marvelous dreams… 

3 
 “Who is it?” 

“What is it?” 
“Where’d it come from?” 
“Why’s it in the mud?” 
“Is it alive?” 
“What is it?” 
“It’s moving! Hide!”  
Alfred awoke and, with much yawning and groaning sleepily, got out of his mud-hole of 

a nest. He’d thought that he’d heard hushed whispering before he woke up properly, but now 
he figured that he’d dreamt it. That is, until he heard giggling coming from a nearby bush; then 
he grew suspicious. 

“Hello?” called out a timid Alfred. 
More giggling. 
“Hello?” repeated a slightly more confident Alfred.  
There must have been a whole gang of gigglers. 
“Is anyone there?” 
 This time the giggling was considerably louder and accompanied by a few snorts. 
Alfred was now more curious and annoyed than nervous as he said, “All right, I know 

that you’re there. Can you please show yourself?” 
Full out laughter followed Alfred’s request, and one particularly brave giggler with a 

squeaky little voice said, “We are great and terrible beasts. I would be wary of us if I were you!” 
Alfred was almost certain that the squeaky voice did not belong to anything great or 

terrible, and the warning was most likely no more than the harmless prank of a youngster. 
However, these were untraveled-to parts after all, and one could never be too sure. 

“Thank you for your warning; I’ll just be off now.” And with a couple glances back at the 
giggling shrubbery Alfred started walking. He wasn’t quite sure where he was walking to, but he 
figured that if he took a stroll around the lake he might encounter someone a bit more helpful 
than the shrub-dwellers. And besides, his little adventure had started with a lakeside stroll. 
Repeating the action seemed like the thing to do.  

As he walked, Alfred had the sneaking suspicion that he wasn’t alone in his 
meanderings, but not in the good way, like being watched over. Alfred felt like he was being 
watched. If turtles had hairs on the backs of their necks, Alfred’s would have been raised. To 
ease the tension Alfred began to do what he always did when nervous: he whistled. He didn’t 



know why it soothed him; it just did. At first it was a simple, quiet tune, but soon Alfred forgot 
his fears and the whistling escalated to a one-turtle band. He stomped the ground and clicked 
his heals as he whistled boisterously. All in all, he was blissfully happy and forgot all about his 
predicament for the time being.  

Bop! Reality hit Alfred in the form of a large tree stump.  
“Ow!” exclaimed Alfred, rubbing his head where he’d thwacked it on the stump.  
“Oh, you poor lamb! Are you all right?”  
Startled and surprised, Alfred looked about for the source of the soothing, motherly 

voice. 
“I’m right in front of you if that’s what you’re searching for.”  
Alfred’s head snapped up as he tried to follow the voice to its source, but all that he saw 

was the stump that had hurt his head so. Puzzled and believing the voice to be coming from the 
stump, Alfred inquired “What are you?” He’d meant to say who are you, but the words had 
gotten all tangled up and confused on their way to his mouth and came out wrong. He was still 
trying to find how the piece of decaying tree was speaking when the voice answered him.  

“Now,” started the stump, “what kind of a question is that: What am I? Where are your 
manners? Don’t you know that you ought to be kind to old ladies such as myself?” 

“I-I’m sorry, miss. It’s just that I didn’t know that a stump could be a lady. I didn’t even 
know that stumps could talk!” 

“And what is he going on about now? He must be delirious after hitting his head. Why 
don’t you come inside, deary? I have tea and stew!” 

And with that, a small door that blended in perfectly with the rest of the stump opened 
to reveal the source of the voice. It was a mouse. She was wearing a checkered apron and was 
carrying a very large wooden spoon that she must have been using to stir the stew she told 
Alfred about. He figured that the mouse was fairly old because her whiskers were quite droopy, 
and she seemed to walk with a slight hobble.  Alfred was wary at first, mostly because he 
wondered why the mouse had kept hidden from view until now. But then the smell of the stew 
wafted over him and he realized just how very hungry he was. He couldn’t resist the food, but 
he still kept his guard up as he entered the cozy little stump.  

And what a cozy stump it was!*(see map on page_) There was only one room that was 
circular like the outside of the stump. A small nest was to the right of the door and must have 
been where the mouse slept at night. To the left there were a few cabinets that Alfred figured 
held food and spare firewood, for to the right of these cabinets was a fireplace with the pot 
containing the stew hanging over it. In the middle of all this was a single mushroom with a few 
stools placed around it, giving it the feel of a dining table. The only door other than the 
entrance was between the nest and the fire; it had a hand-painted sign on it that read ‘stairs’ in 
a slanting, curly script. All in all, it was a rather small dwelling, maybe two feet in diameter (you 
must keep in mind that a mouse dwelt here) and had a very homey feel about it.  
 “Well,” began the mouse turning on the spot to face Alfred once they had crossed the 
threshold, “I should like to know a great many things about you; such as why you’re here and 
how you got to be here and where you came from, but let’s get some food in you first. My! You 
look absolutely famished!”  

The mouse’s words reminded Alfred just how hungry he was, and she quickly led Alfred 
to the kitchen and sat him down at the mushroom. Then she went up to the large pot hanging 



over the fireplace and ladled some hot stew into a hollowed out acorn, which she placed in 
front of Alfred. He ate the delicious root and berry stew hungrily until he felt he might burst, for 
it seemed to fill him up not only with food, but with courage and confidence, too. While Alfred 
ate, the mouse got out some yarn and needles and began to knit. She hummed softly to herself 
and did not make any motion to hurry Alfred in his eating, for which Alfred was grateful.  

When Alfred had finally eaten his fill (it took many courses to satisfy him), the mouse 
cleared away his acorn bowl, for which Alfred thanked her heartily.  

“So,” began the mouse, sitting down across the mushroom from Alfred “Tell me 
everything!”  

Alfred was at a loss for words. He didn’t know what to say, or where to begin. He sat 
there, stuttering and spluttering until the mouse took pity on him. 

“Well, let’s start with simple questions,” said the mouse. “What’s your name?” 
“Alfred Durgle,” replied Alfred. 
“Is it really!” The mouse stared in shocked amazement at Alfred, who fidgeted self-

consciously under the mouse’s avid stare. Alfred waited awhile for the mouse to explain why 
his name was so interesting to her, but when she simply continued to stare at Alfred he decided 
to ask some questions.  

“Why, might I ask, are you so very interested in my name?” inquired Alfred.  
“Ah. Your name, Durgle, is familiar to me. I once knew another turtle by that name.” 
“Who was it?” asked Alfred breathlessly, afraid to even form the guess in his mind, lest 

he guessed wrong.  
“She was an old turtle who claimed to be lost when she stumbled upon my small stump. 

I gave her food and a place to stay, and in return she told me all about herself and where she 
came from. She told me many stories about her family, but I remember that she especially 
raved about her nephew. And if I remember correctly, her nephew’s name was Alfred Durgle.” 

Alfred was completely taken by surprise. It had never occurred to him before that he 
might encounter remnants of his auntie’s old adventures on his own. But if Auntie Alberta had 
been old and lost when she’d stumbled across this mouse, she must have been on her Last 
Adventure, the one that she’d never returned from. Alfred’s heart thumped a little faster at the 
prospect of possibly finding his aunt. Maybe this adventure he’d been unwillingly thrust into 
was a blessing in disguise.  

He looked around the humble abode just for something to do other than meet the 
mouse’s curious gaze (she was still staring at him and Alfred found it kind of creepy). He stared 
at an old photograph in the corner that depicted a whole family of mice standing at the foot of 
a great tree. But he didn’t see the photo at all; instead he was picturing Auntie Alberta in his 
mind’s eye.  

She was lost and stumbling through the woods as she tried to get home. Then, suddenly, 
she came across an opening in the trees. There was a pond and a pleasant stump that housed a 
kind mouse who offered her food and rest…  

Alfred suddenly came to, for he didn’t know what happened next. He needed more 
clues. His eyes fell upon a tiny window looking west out over the forest that bordered the 
lagoon; he was startled to see the sun hanging low in the sky.  



Oh, dear! thought Alfred to himself. Is it that late already? Then, aloud, he said “Well, it 
was very nice of you to give me food and a place to sit awhile, but I have somewhere I need to 
be. Thank you Miss… umm…” 

“Did I really forget to tell you my name?” interjected the mouse. “Where are my 
manners? Anyway, my name is Pearl. Pearl Oakfield.” Pearl looked at Alfred for a moment 
before continuing on. “You say that you have somewhere you have to be. Does that mean you 
have somewhere to stay tonight, or you’re traveling someplace far away that you hope to reach 
in the near future?”   

“Well,” said Alfred avoiding answering Pearl’s question directly, “I would hate to burden 
you by staying any longer, and I think I can get closer to home before nightfall. So…” Alfred 
made to get up from the mushroom table. 

“Nonsense,” said Pearl firmly as she put a paw on Alfred’s shoulder, forcing him to stay. 
“I won’t allow you to sleep in a mud bank another night. Yes, I know that you randomly 
appeared on the shore of Loon Lagoon last night. I don’t know how on earth you got here, but 
the Spring sisters told me about an odd creature that appeared on our banks. Told me a 
downright weird tale about an alien falling from the sky, landing in this lagoon, and falling 
asleep on the bank, they did.” 

Curious and interested, Alfred inquired, “Who are the Spring sisters?” 
“Oh, they’re just a bunch of young rabbits with the last name of Spring. There are five of 

them: River, Falls, Brook, Maria, and Bubbles. I think they spoke to you out of the bushes and 
told you they were great and terrible monsters.” Pearl regarded Alfred knowingly. “They like to 
do that to newcomers.”  

“And another question I have is why they thought I was an alien.” Alfred had never 
thought that he looked strange or very different from the other turtles at Home Pond. 

“Oh, it’s nothing against you, deary,” Pearl replied encouragingly. “We just don’t have 
any turtles here at Loon Lagoon.” 

There was an awkward silence in which Alfred tried to decide what to do. Should I stay 
or should I go? Then Pearl made up his mind for him by saying, “If you stay I can help you search 
for more clues to lead you to your aunt. I can also help you discover which way is homeward. If 
you went blundering off into the woods tonight, you may cover more ground, but most likely 
not in the right direction.” 

Alfred knew that Pearl was right, and it would be nice to stay in a warm place tonight. “I 
suppose I can stay for the night,” he said.  

Pearl smiled as she lifted her tea to her lips and started to say something, but Alfred 
never found out what that something was, for at that very moment there was a great blam-
blam-blam! that sounded like ice cracking in the middle of a deep, silent winter.  

Alfred nearly jumped out of his shell it scared him so; he soon found himself curled up 
on the floor in fear though he couldn’t remember quite how he’d got there.  

“What was that?” queried Alfred as he stared, terrified, at the ceiling (it had been from 
the ceiling that the noise had seemed to come). 

Pearl sighed and Alfred looked at her properly for the first time since the terrifying 
ruckus. She was still sitting upright on her stool at the dining mushroom and sipping her tea. 
She showed no sign of terror, though she looked rather disgruntled. Then Pearl saw Alfred for 
the first time since the terrifying ruckus and had to purse her lips to keep from laughing.  



“It’s all right you poor terrified turtle. That was just Harry. Harry’s my neighbor who lives 
upstairs.” She offered a hand to help him up. When Alfred looked confused she added, “He’s a 
woodpecker. You ought to see his house from the inside sometime; it’s a dreadful mess, full of 
holes and cavities all over the walls and ceiling. Every time it rains he comes rushing in here, all 
sopping wet. It’s because of all the holes in the roof that he nearly gets a cold every time 
there’s a storm, and he’s never warm in the winter. At least I’ve been able to keep him from 
drilling through his floor.” Pearl sighed again. Then, suddenly, a thought came to her. “Would 
you like to meet Harry?”  

“I suppose,” Alfred replied with a hesitant shrug. 
“Follow me.” Pearl got up from the dining mushroom and went over to the door with 

the sign that said ‘stairs’ on the front. Pearl opened the door with a key that she kept in her 
apron pocket and went inside, calling to Alfred to shut the door behind him. Once on the other 
side of the door, it was very dark, so Pearl struck a match and lit a candle that she had drawn 
out of her apron pocket. Then she beckoned for Alfred to follow her onto the flight of stairs that 
led upward, for there was also a flight of stairs that led down. When Alfred inquired as to what 
was down there, Pearl told him that that was where she stored her collected food for the 
winter.  

Not long after the start of their short walk, Pearl, who was leading, stopped suddenly.  
“Here we are!” she exclaimed as she blew out the candle and replaced it to her pocket. 

Now that the candle had been blown out, Alfred could see that there were thin streams of light 
creeping in through cracks in the ceiling above Pearl’s head. The cracks seemed to frame a 
trapdoor of sorts, on which Pearl rapped smartly thrice with her tiny fist.  

 There was a series of loud noises as Harry rushed to open the trapdoor for Pearl and 
with a final “Oomph!” from above, the trapdoor swung outward to admit them.  

“Took you long enough!” exclaimed Pearl as she hoisted herself into the holey room 
then turned and offered a helping hand to Alfred.  

“Well, well, well! Who’s this little bugger, Pearl?” Harry had ignored Pearl’s complaint 
and was gawking at Alfred, who was starting to wish that everyone would stop making such a 
fuss over him. Harry’s home was taller, which made sense because he was about five inches tall 
(more than twice Pearl’s height). 

“I’ve only ever seen a creature of the likes of him twice before this very moment!” said 
Harry, not waiting for anyone to answer his question. “Once when I was in Wales visiting my 
friend, Gary, and another time I saw one of your species here at Loon Lagoon! That happened 
only a couple weeks ago.” Everything that Harry said seemed to end in an exclamation point, 
for he spoke very boisterously and used his whole body for saying even the slightest of things. 
He also had a British accent that made everything sound more poetic and fancy. It also made it 
harder for Alfred to understand him, so he didn’t really hear everything that Harry said.    

“Do you know that you look extraordinarily similar to that shelled creature that I saw 
here before?” Harry continued, still addressing Alfred. 

“Harry, this is Alfred; he’s a turtle.” said Pearl matter-of-factly. “And it would make 
sense for him to look like the last turtle we saw here because they’re related.” This last bit of 
information simply seemed to make Harry all the more interested in Alfred.  

“Related, you say! I just knew that your ears looked familiar!” Alfred creased his 
eyebrows in confusion at this last comment. In case you don’t already know, turtles don’t have 



ears. They have little holes in the sides of their head like a bird’s ears. How anyone would be 
able to tell that two turtles were related by their ears was beyond Alfred. 

“Anyway,” said Pearl, trying to change the subject, “now that you two have met I think 
that we should all go to bed. The hour is late and we all need our rest; Alfred in particular. He 
has a long journey ahead of him.” Pearl began to walk back to the trapdoor.  

“What! You’re leaving already! But I never even got to show Alfred my marble 
collection!” 

“Some other time, Harry,” said Pearl as she descended the stairs that led back to her 
hut. To Alfred, she whispered, “He’s lost his marbles if you ask me. Have you ever met a 
stranger bird?” 

  Thinking of Elvis, Alfred murmured, “Actually, Pearl, you’d be surprised.” 
*** 

“You can sleep in my nest.” 
“No, Pearl. I can’t just take the best place to sleep.” 
“I can just make a nest on the floor. I insist.” 
Alfred put on his most stubborn expression. He was not going to make Pearl sleep on 

the cold ground. But Pearl wouldn’t hear of Alfred sleeping on the floor. After a very long 
debate, which does not need to be recorded here in full, Pearl got her way. Alfred was in the 
best place: in her nest; she was on the hard, cool earthen floor. Alfred started to protest once 
again, but Pearl quickly interrupted him.  

“Why don’t we get to know each other a little better? We don’t know all that much 
about each other after all. You never told me why you’re here.” 

“Actually, Pearl, why don’t you tell me something about yourself? Then I can tell both 
you and Harry all about why I’m here in the morning. That way you’ll both know the story, and I 
won’t have to tell it twice.”  

“What grand ideas you come up with, Alfred,” marveled Pearl. “But there are so many 
things to tell; I don’t know which to choose.” 

Alfred thought for a moment. “Why don’t you tell me about how you came to be here,” 
he said.  

“Oh, and another grand idea from Alfred,” Pearl joked. She began her tale. 
*** 

“Many years ago, when I was born, my family and all of my relatives lived in a large field. 
This field was filled with fertile ground and so was home to many tall, deep-rooted trees. But 
the grandest and most plentiful tree in that field was the oak. It was legend that they were the 
tallest oak trees in the world, and some even said that if you climbed to the top of them, you 
could touch the moon and the stars. As you’ve probably guessed, this was where my family got 
our name from; we were the Oakfields from the oak field.  

“Anyway, we all led happy, blissful lives for many a year. However, nothing lasts forever, 
and soon humans came. They came with saws and axes and big, polluting machines. They came 
with plans for a great, big building. Then, do you know what they did?” Pearl’s voice cracked 
suddenly as she remembered the sad event. “They chopped down the whole forest! Acres of 
beautiful oak trees, gone.  

My family fled to the nearby shrubs and observed what these humans would do next. It 
was terrible. They dug up the earth, and for a while we thought that they’d realized their wrong 



and were going to replant the field, but it was not so. They set down a platform: hard, flat and 
grey. This was the foundation for a great, formidable building. Once it was built, we thought 
that would be the end of it, and no more damage would be inflicted. But once again the 
humans surprised us. The building attracted more humans, and with them came trash. They 
even managed to pollute the air with their wretched smog and fumes! Can you imagine? The 
very air: polluted! My family had no choice but to flee. We fled not far and came upon this 
lagoon. Eventually the other members of my family went even further away, and now I’m the 
last remaining Oakfield at Loon Lagoon.” 

“That’s terrible!” whispered Alfred hoarsely. “How could they get away with something 
like that?” 

“Yes, it is a sad story. So I’m going to ask you favor, Alfred. If ever you come across a 
human, can you pass on the message that we only have this one earth? Let us learn from what 
happened to my oak field and never let it happen again. It would mean a lot to me if you 
could.” 

“I most certainly promise to do so, Pearl. I promise that wherever this adventure leads 
me, I will never forget your oak field.”  

4 
That night Alfred dreamt that he was in a large field. There were mice, young and old, all 

around him that were laughing and playing and scurrying up and down the trees, for there were 
a great many trees there as well. Alfred thought that the climbing looked like fun, so he found a 
particularly large oak and began to shimmy up its vast trunk. He climbed higher, and higher, 
and higher, until no one else was as high as he was. He climbed so high he was at the very top 
of the tree, and there was nothing left to climb. He looked up, and there was the moon within 
reach. He lifted his arm to touch it, but before he could, the tree disappeared. He started to fall, 
and as he did, he saw that all the trees were gone. Down below was a desolate, empty field. He 
was falling and great plumes of smog came billowing up to meet him. He was falling… choking… 
falling…    

Alfred awoke quite suddenly and indeed he was coughing and spluttering due to some 
sort of smoke. There was also someone shouting frantically.  

“Never again will I put you in charge of cooking breakfast, Harry. You absolutely burned 
the toast! Just look at all of this smoke! Think of what this is doing to poor Alfred’s lungs. Oh, 
he’s awake. Oh dear, look how he coughs so. Give me that wet rag. Yes, that one.” 

Pearl’s voice grew louder as she neared Alfred and put the rag up to his mouth.  
“Breathe through this, deary. It will help filter the air if you do. I’m dreadfully sorry 

about the abrupt awakening. In case you didn’t hear, Harry burned breakfast when I went 
outside to collect some grubs to eat with our toast. Good thing I looked back and saw all this 
dreadful smoke billowing out of the windows. Do you feel all right? Good. Why don’t you follow 
me outside to the nice clean air, hmm? There’s no use staying in here any longer.” 

Once they were outside, Pearl removed the wet rag from Alfred’s face, and he could see 
that there were indeed large amounts of smoke swelling out of every crack in the stump.  

“Are you still going to be able to live there?” asked Alfred, horrified.  
“Oh, certainly,” replied a nonchalant Pearl. “Honestly, Alfred, things of this sort happen 

almost weekly between my old, forgetful memory and Harry’s ignorance. But we manage all 



right. We’ve only had to find a new house once, and that was because a badger came along and 
chased us out.” 

“Huh,” was all that Alfred could think to say for a while. Then a thought occurred to 
Alfred. “So, you and Harry chose to live together? I thought that you just happened across the 
same stump. And where is Harry, anyway?” 

Pearl smiled. “Harry went around to the other side of the stump. Since there’s no fire, 
all we can do is sit and wait for the smoke to clear away. And to answer your other question, I 
actually found Harry when he was no more than a mere egg. He was just lying in the shrubbery 
over on the other side of the lagoon, so I built a little nest around him to keep him warm and 
guarded him should any predators come. I was reluctant to move him because I didn’t want 
anyone to come back for him only to find him gone. But weeks moved into months and still no 
one came to find him. I had to assume the worst and bring him back to my home, which was 
also on the other side of the lagoon at the time.” 

Alfred was struck suddenly by Pearl’s compassion and persistence. He remembered 
when his sister, Alice, had been an egg. Everyone else had hatched within a few days of each 
other except Alice, who stayed resolutely in her shell for weeks. Most everyone thought that 
she wasn’t alive anymore, but their mother wouldn’t give up, and eventually, to everyone’s 
relief, she’d hatched. Alfred had never heard another story like it until now, and it made him 
realize what a blessing it was that Alice had hatched. He couldn’t even begin to imagine a world 
without her.  

A loud scrambling noise behind Alfred broke him out of his reverie.  
“Oh dear, here they come, Alfred,” said Pearl, looking over her shoulder at the source of 

the noise. “Yesterday you were wondering who the Spring sisters are. Well, now you get to 
meet them.” 

Alfred looked back at the shore and saw five little rabbits scrambling up the muddy 
bank. They were laughing and throwing mud balls at each other as they tried to be the first up 
the slippery bank. After much pulling of ears and tweaking of whiskers, the bunch of young 
rabbits plopped their muddy little selves in front of Alfred and Pearl.  

“There it is, Pearl! The alien we were telling you about!” shouted a particularly brave 
youngster who was white with light brown spots (although the spots could have been mud).  
 Pearl looked at the crew of rabbits, all gathered round her and staring in awe at Alfred 
“the alien,” and laughed. Not a mean or derisive laugh, but an amused one. 
 “This isn’t an alien, Bubbles! This is Alfred. He’s a turtle!”  
  Two of the sisters who looked to be the oldest wore expressions of newfound 
realization, but the younger ones still looked confused.  
 “A turtle is a kind of animal that walks real slow and wears a shell for protection,” piped 
a dark gray rabbit with oddly short ears. “I think they can swim, but I don’t quite remember.” 
 “I’ve heard they hatch from eggs, like birds,” said the other rabbit who knew what a 
turtle was.  
 “It don’t look like no bird I’ve ever seen before,” said the white spotted rabbit that had 
called Alfred an alien. She appeared to be the youngest of the five. The two older rabbits sighed 
in exasperation at their sister’s remark. 
 “Anyway,” said Pearl. “Alfred, these are the Spring sisters. Girls, this is Alfred.” 



 Alfred smiled and said a shy “Hi” to the sisters. Then one of the smallest of the rabbits, a 
light brown one with startling blue eyes spoke. “Hi. I’m Maria. This is River. She’s the oldest,” 
she said, indicating the dark gray rabbit with short ears. “And they’re Falls, Brook, and Bubbles.” 
Maria pointed to each of her sisters as she said their name. Falls was the other rabbit who’d 
known what a turtle was. She had a light gray coat and, in contrast to her older sister, had 
extremely long ears that matched perfectly with the rest of her long, lean body. Brook seemed 
to be the shyest of them all and had a rounder, younger face than Falls. Bubbles and Maria 
were about the same size as each other and were by far the smallest. Bubbles seemed to be 
named because of her bubbly personality, though it could have been because she had tan 
splotches that looked like bubbles all over her white coat. All of them had round, grey eyes 
except Maria, whose eyes were more almond-shaped and a bright, piercing blue.  
 Just then Harry came flapping out from behind the stump, covered from beak to talon in 
soot. “Oh, hi!” he exclaimed as he spotted the rabbits. “What’re you girls doin’ here?”  
 “Well,” said Bubbles, “in case you didn’t notice, your house appears to be on fire. We 
saw all of the smoke and came over to see of you were all right.” 
 “Why, thank you!” Pearl said with a smile. “As you can see there is no fire, only lots of 
smoke. And Harry and I are completely uninjured, as is Alfred.” 
 “Speaking of Alfred,” said Harry, “he promised to tell us how he came to be here today. 
Why don’t you tell us now, Al?”  
 Harry’s request was echoed by the small rabbits, who were all very interested in Alfred 
and where he came from. So Alfred told them all about Home Pond, the snowy owl, Elvis, the 
river, and the mysterious something saving him from the river and putting him in Loon Lagoon.  
 “But what was it that plucked you out of the river and put you here Alfred?” asked an 
inquisitive Falls once Alfred was done with his story. “Could it have been Elvis the Goose?” 
 “That was my first guess,” said Alfred thoughtfully. “But that doesn’t seem to quite add 
up.” 
 “What did your rescuer look like?” Brook inquired, speaking for the first time. 

Alfred shook his head. “I honestly don’t know anything beyond the fact that it was 
definitely a bird, River. I was half drowned at the time, and it didn’t really matter to me who my 
rescuer was as long as they got me out of those dratted rapids.”  

“Could you see their general shape or what their talons looked like though?” persisted 
the ever curious Falls. 

“Well, now that I think of it, I suppose it couldn’t have been Elvis at all,” Alfred realized 
suddenly. “The bird that plucked me out of the river was white, not like Elvis at all, and didn’t 
have webbed toes like he does.” 

“At any rate, I think we can just count our lucky stars that someone saved Alfred at all!” 
exclaimed Pearl. “It doesn’t really matter to me who it was just as long as he was rescued.” 

“I think the first step ought to be finding out which direction Home Pond is in,” said 
Bubbles matter-of-factly. “It’s obviously over the mountains, but Loon Lagoon is surrounded by 
many different mountains, and we don’t know which one is the right one.” 

“Would anyone even be likely to know where Home Pond is?” said Alfred desperately.  
“Gertrude might know,” Brook said softly. “She knows just about everything there is to 

know about the geography of the area. I don’t know that her maps extend as far as Home Pond, 
but it’s worth a try.” 



“All right then, who wants to come with me to lead me to this Gertrude you speak of?” 
said Alfred, relieved that there was hope. 

“Count me out! That old toad gives me the creeps!” exclaimed Maria with a shiver. 
“Maria! Don’t call her an old toad!” reprimanded River. 
“Would you rather I called her an aged amphibian?” Maria retorted. “She is old, and she 

is a toad!” 
“Anyway,” interrupted Falls, “I’ll come with you, Alfred. I know exactly where Gertrude 

lives and I’m not afraid of her.”    
“Afraid! I am not afraid! I only said she gave me the creeps was all.” Maria went on 

muttering under her breath and casting Falls dark looks. Falls ignored her.  
“I would come with you, Al, but Pearl and I should probably fix up our stump,” stated 

Harry. “Just have Gertrude draw you up a map, and then come back here so we can form a plan 
of sorts.” 

Alfred nodded and gulped. He wasn’t entirely sure he still wanted to see Gertrude, what 
with the way Maria went on about her.  

“Well, what’re you waitin’ for, Alfred?” exclaimed Falls as she started to hop away. 
“Daylight’s a-wastin’!” 

So Falls led Alfred (followed by Bubbles and Brook) across the lagoon and through some 
thorny shrubbery to where Gertrude lived. “Here we are,” said Falls, pointing to a mossy, fallen 
log. It was a lonely, desolate-looking place. Alfred thought that between the dim lighting and 
the cobwebs in the corners it could have been haunted!  

Cautiously, Alfred approached the threshold of the place, followed closely by the three 
rabbits that had accompanied him. Alfred was just lifting his forefoot to knock on the door 
when it swung swiftly inward with a loud creek! All four of them jumped a little in shock, and 
despite Falls’s earlier words of having no fear, Alfred was sure she gave a tiny squeak of terror 
and surprise.  

“Who are you and what do you want? I’ve got neither time nor energy for a bunch o’ 
peddlin’ urchins.” Standing before them was a very big, fat, brown toad. She loomed easily over 
Alfred and his companions so that they shrunk back into the shadows almost instinctively. She 
wore an ugly expression on her flabby face and had horn rimmed glasses with a string of purple 
beads so they could hang around her neck. Behind her glasses, her eyes were dark and her 
voice was a harsh croak; Alfred could see why Maria had chosen to stay behind.  

“Begging your pardon,” started Alfred politely, but Gertrude interrupted.  
“Oh, so you’re beggars, now are you?” 
“No, we’re not beggars or peddlers,” said Alfred. Then upon seeing that Gertrude was 

about to interrupt again, he quickly added “We just came to inquire about your maps.”   
Gertrude’s hostile attitude immediately relaxed when her maps were mentioned. It 

seemed that she was prickly at first, but softened when you mentioned something she could 
relate to.  

“So you’ve heard about my maps?” she said in a voice that was considerably less harsh.  
“Yes, I would greatly appreciate if you could draw up a map for me.” Alfred’s polite 

words seemed to mollify the big toad, and she looked now without suspicion upon Alfred and 
the rabbits. 



“And who are you and those that accompany you? It’s rare that I see a turtle in these 
parts.” 

“I’m Alfred Durgle; I come from over the mountains. These are my friends: Falls, Brook, 
and Bubbles Spring. They live here at Loon Lagoon.” 

“Durgle, you say.” Gertrude looked with newfound interest upon Alfred. “Funny that 
you be a turtle by the name of Durgle when I once knew another turtle by that name. Came to 
me asking for a map leading homeward, she did.” 

Alfred’s heart beat faster. “Was her name Alberta by any chance?” he inquired.  
Gertrude looked on Alfred with nothing less than wonder and said, “I think you ought to 

come inside.” 
*** 

The inside of Gertrude’s home was dank and smelled mildly of rotting log, but the room 
that the old frog led them to was lit by a single lamp suspended from the ceiling, which made 
the place seem more cozy and less haunted. In that room, all of the walls were covered with 
maps. Big maps, small maps, topographical maps, political maps, colorful and monochromatic 
maps that all overlapped each other; every kind of map that you can even think of was 
crammed into that small, cluttered room. In the center of the room was a single round table on 
which there lay many large sheets of paper (for drawing more maps, no doubt). There was also 
a calligraphy set and a smallish book bound between two sheets of tree bark, resting on top of 
the table.  

“I believe that I hold information that you would find extremely interesting. I can tell 
you more of Alberta Durgle, and I can most likely draw you the map you want. However, before 
I tell you anything, I want you to tell me about how you know Alberta and how you came to be 
here.” 

And so, Alfred told the story of how he went from Home Pond to Loon Lagoon for the 
second time that day. Gertrude asked him many questions and by the end of his story he was 
starting to feel rather worn and tired. And hungry. His stomach was reminding him that he had 
skipped breakfast by growling very loudly.  

“Oh, you must be hungry after all that talking. Would you like something to eat?” asked 
Gertrude.  

Alfred replied with a polite “Yes, please,” and she bustled away to the kitchen.  
“Well she’s a right old character,” said Bubbles once Gertrude was out of earshot. “And I 

hope she has some good solid facts about your aunt.” They all agreed to both of the young 
rabbit’s comments but didn’t have any time to discuss anything more because Gertrude was 
bustling back into the map room, laden with a tray of small pies. 

“They’re fly pies,” she explained as she set them down on the table in front of them. 
Alfred dug in happily, but all three of his companions declined with disgusted expressions. 

“Now, to business,” said Gertrude. “I can help you fill in the gaps in your story about 
your aunt, Alberta. And I can draw you a map leading you to Home Pond. But before I do, you 
must solve a riddle.” 

“A riddle?” asked Alfred. He looked back at his companions, whose expressions mirrored 
the surprise that he felt. 

“I absolutely adore riddles!” exclaimed Gertrude happily. “Not many know this, but I 
actually like them more than maps.” 



Alfred, looking at all the maps tacked to the walls of the map room, found this very hard 
to believe.  

“If you solve my riddle, then I’ll tell you about Alberta and draw you a map; if you can’t 
solve it, you simply walk away,” said Gertrude. “Do you take my offer?” 

Alfred nodded. “As long as my friends get to help me if I get stuck.” 
Gertrude weighed this new factor in her mind for a moment and then agreed.  
“Here’s your riddle: 

A hearth by the fireplace am I  
I’m mean as a cottage, or great as the sky 

Wherever I am, you wish to be too 
For I hold whatever is dearest to you 

To a dreamer I dwell high up in the clouds 
For the lost and wand’ring I cannot be found 
You dread the day when you and I must part 

 For I dwell wherever dwells your heart 
 
Falls coughed and smiled at Alfred in a way that clearly said “Yea, like we’ll ever solve 

that.” Bubbles’ look of concentration was so deep she looked like she was trying to lay an egg. 
Brook, on the other hand, was gazing out of the window with a vacant expression on her face. 

“I’ll just give you four a minute to consult with each other,” said Gertrude. “I’ll be back 
in a minute or two for your answer.” 

Alfred watched as the toad hobbled away, leaving them to discuss in peace. “That old 
toad!” exclaimed Falls indignantly. “Who does she think she is, making us solve riddles just to 
get poor Alfred home?!!” 

“Perhaps we oughtn’t dwell on why and just try to solve the riddle,” said Alfred. 
“Okay,” said Bubbles. “I just don’t understand how a cottage can be mean.” 

 “The word ‘mean’ has two meanings, Bubbles,” explained Brook. “Gertrude is saying 
that it’s mean as in humble.” 
 “Oh. Well that makes a whole lot of sense,” the tiny rabbit said sarcastically. “So we just 
need to think of something that’s a great, humble hearth that holds whatever’s dearest to us. It 
sounds like a box that changes shape if you ask me.” 
 “Riddles use plays on words,” said Brook, still staring out the window. “It might be 
something that changes shape, but I highly doubt it. What do you think, Alfred?” 
 “I’ve never really been very good at riddles, but I just thought of something that could 
be a lead. What if it’s something that’s different for everyone, like their favorite food, or their 
name?” 
 “I think that you, Al, are smarter than you give yourself credit for,” said Falls. “But don’t 
get a big head. We still have to solve this.” She looked over at Brook, who was mouthing the 
words of the riddle.  
 “I think,” Brook said slowly, “that the answer is a place of some kind. A tangible place 
that’s different for everyone.” She looked at Alfred and her sisters as if to ask for what they 
thought of her opinion. 
 “I agree,” said Alfred. And the other rabbits nodded. They sat in silence, thinking for a 
while until… “Of course!” Brook leapt up from where she sat on the floor, an expression of pure 



ecstasy on her round face. “Alfred! Think of the line ‘for I hold whatever is dearest to you.’ 
Think. What’s your deepest desire right now?” she looked expectantly at Alfred and at that 
moment Gertrude walked in.  
 “Now Alfred must tell me the answer,” said the toad. “Do you know it?” everyone 
looked expectantly at him.  
 “Can’t one of the Spring sisters answer?” asked Alfred hopefully.  
 Gertrude smiled and shook her head. “Was it not enough that I let them help you solve 
the riddle?  You, not they, must tell me the answer. 
 Alfred thought about what Brook had said: “What’s your deepest desire?” He knew what 
he wanted. He just wanted to go home. Home. Home!  

“Home! The answer is home!”  
Gertrude smiled and nodded. “Now I will help you get there.” 

*** 
“I had to make sure that you were determined to really try to get home. By even 

attempting to solve my riddle you have shown that you are not wasting my time,” explained 
Gertrude with a wry smile. “However, I’m afraid that it is I who’s been wasting your time, so 
let’s get down to business.” 

“Yes, let’s!” said Bubbles enthusiastically. 
“Would you mind telling me all you know about my auntie Alberta, first?” asked Alfred, 

looking intently at Gertrude.  
Gertrude nodded. “That would probably be best. I first met her when she came to me a 

little over five years ago, asking if I would like some more information about the nearby land’s 
geography. I had never had someone else explore the land so I could expand my maps before 
then. I agreed. I owe nearly three quarters of my maps to your aunt’s explorations. However, 
after a year or so of helping me, she wanted to go home. She promised to return later on her 
last adventure. I can only assume that she made it home as she wanted. That would have been 
four years ago. She spent about two years at Home Pond, I assume. Then she came over the 
mountain for her last adventure, asking me for a map that would lead her west, farther away 
from Home Pond. She’d heard stories of a giant oak field in that area and she wanted to see if 
they were true. I gave her a map, but I can’t imagine that it was of much use to her, because 
most of the land she wanted to explore was uncharted. She left, and I’d almost forgotten all 
about her when she showed up on my doorstep a year and a half later.  

She told me terrible tales about humans having taken over the oak field. She said that 
they’d turned the very ground hard and gray. All the trees were gone, and the strange ground 
was slick with some shiny, black, toxic-smelling substance. She was covered in it when she came 
to me; we knew that we had to somehow clean her off, but she was very old and the toxicity of 
the stuff was tiring for her. I knew that the situation was desperate, so I did something that I’d 
never done before and haven’t done since. I told her of a secret passageway that leads through 
the mountain that separates Loon Lagoon from Home Pond. In this passage there is a stream 
that is so clean and pure, it will cleanse you more fully than any other stream in existence; thus 
its name: the Cleansing Stream. It is said that bathing in this stream will even cure you of the 
most dreadful of illnesses. I gave her a map that would lead her to her only hope.” 

There Gertrude paused for breath. 



“Did she make it?” asked Alfred in a hushed whisper. He was leaning forward slightly as 
he hung onto Gertrude’s every word. 

Gertrude shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m truly sorry that I can’t tell you that. However, 
you’ll be interested to know that it wasn’t too long ago that she came to me covered in that 
strange substance, and I gave her the map leading to the stream under the mountain.” 

Alfred leaned forward even farther and breathed a question that he was dying to know 
the answer to. “Exactly how long ago was it?” 

Gertrude sighed as she did some quick calculations in her head, and then said, “Two, 
maybe two and a half weeks ago.” 

*** 
Every sound, every insignificant noise was nothing more than a buzzing in the back of 

Alfred’s mind. His auntie, who’d disappeared years ago, whom many at Home Pond had 
believed to be dead, had been here. She had been right where he was sitting no more than two 
and a half weeks ago. But then Alfred began to panic. She had been here, but she’d been 
covered in a toxic substance. From the way Gertrude had spoken of his aunt, it had sounded as 
though she hadn’t had long to live.  

“Okay,” said Alfred, feigning calmness, “change of plans. Would it be too much to ask 
for you to draw me up the same map that you gave my aunt, the one that leads to the super-
clean stream?” 

Gertrude hesitated. “I was told that if I ever shared this secret, bad things would 
happen. Many people suffered in history because they thought that there might be a fountain 
of youth. If this knowledge found itself in the wrong hands, it would be utter chaos.” She licked 
her lips nervously and shook her head as if to shake off the sudden pressure of being asked for 
this most secret of secrets.  

“Gertrude,” said Alfred, looking the big toad in the eye, “do you really think that I would 
betray this secret to anyone? I would never abuse this; I promise. I just want to save my aunt. I 
haven’t seen her for years. During those years she could have been dead for all I knew. I’m 
sorry, but I can’t let her go, not when she’s this close. But I can’t find her without your help. 
Please!”  

Gertrude looked as if she were about to burst into tears after Alfred’s speech. “All right, 
I’ll help you. Just give me a moment to get the map. I don’t keep it in here with the others. Just 
wait here.” Gertrude bustled out of the room for the second time that day.  

“Geez, Al. Talk about persuasive speech!” said Falls, impressed.  
Alfred smiled appreciatively and looked over at Bubbles and Brook, who were deep in 

whispered conversation. Their heads were leaning forward so their faces were mere inches 
apart.  

“They’re discussing the oak field and the stream,” explained Falls, noticing where Alfred 
was looking. “Yup. They’re debating what the toxic substance on Alberta could have been and 
why the stream in the mountains can help.”  

Alfred nodded. He hadn’t really given either topic much thought; all that he’d been 
thinking about was whether or not Alberta had made it to the stream and how he could help 
her if she hadn’t.  

The sound of shuffling feet echoed down the hall as Gertrude reentered the room 
carrying a small box about the size of a quarter (bear in mind that even though the box may 



sound incredibly small, it was half the size of Alfred) under her arm. The box was carved out of 
birch wood. It had no inscription or any decoration of any sort on the outside, just two latches 
to insure it stayed tightly shut.  

“Here we are,” said the aged toad as she set the box down with a dull clunk in front of 
Alfred. She flipped up the latches and lifted the lid. She cleared her throat and hesitated; it was 
her last chance to change her mind about handing over her secret. Her webbed hand hovered 
over the box and began to stray toward the lid as if to shut it, but she quickly glanced up at 
Alfred and saw the desperation written on his face. She set her mouth and nodded. She 
reached into the box and withdrew a wrinkled, torn, yellowed map that would lead Alfred to his 
Auntie Alberta. 

Gertrude handed the map to Alfred. “Do you have somewhere you can store it?” she 
asked. Alfred shook his head slowly. “Don’t worry,” said Gertrude kindly, “I have something that 
could help with that.” She rummaged in a nearby drawer for a while before handing Alfred a 
pouch. It was small enough that he could keep it hung around his neck, yet large enough to 
contain both the map and some food for the journey ahead. She then said, “As soon as you are 
done with this map, dispose of it. Burn it if you have to; I can draw up another one from 
memory. I just don’t want it to fall into the wrong hands.” 

“Thank you, Gertrude,” said Alfred. “I am forever indebted to you for this kind deed and 
trust that you have bestowed upon me.” 

“All I did was give you a piece of decomposing paper,” said Gertrude gruffly, blushing at 
Alfred’s eloquent words.  

“But a very much needed piece of decomposing paper all the same,” replied Alfred. 
“Thank you.”  

“Mother will be expecting us at home soon,” said Bubbles suddenly.  
“Sorry, Gertrude, but we really must be getting back home,” said Brook. 
The three rabbits and Alfred left Gertrude with many words of thanks and praise for her 

generosity.  
“Godspeed, young Alfred!” shouted Gertrude to the retreating shadows of her visitors. 

“I truly hope that you find your aunt in time. Godspeed.” 
 

5 
“Did you get the map you needed?” Pearl came bustling out of the stump, carrying a 

large basket and accompanied by Harry. The latter looked rather disheveled after the day of 
repairing the stump, but Pearl seemed to be quite the opposite. She was positively beaming as 
she hobbled forward to meet Alfred.  

After Alfred, Falls, Brook, and Bubbles had left Gertrude’s home, they’d swum across the 
lagoon again. The three rabbits left Alfred on the shore of the lagoon in front of the newly 
repaired stump and headed to their house, which was only a little more than twenty yards 
away.  

“Yup,” said Alfred in response to Pearl’s question. “And I got more information on my 
Auntie Alberta, too.” 

“Really? Tell me everything!” Pearl opened the basket she was carrying; it was full of 
assorted sandwiches, so they all sat down on the grass in the heat of the dying sun as Alfred 
told Pearl and Harry everything that Gertrude had said. Everything, that is, except the part 



about the cleansing stream in the mountain. He just said that there was a shortcut to Home 
Pond in the form of a secret passageway that led through the mountain.  

“Very interesting,” said Pearl when Alfred was done with his monologue. “So you think 
that your aunt could still be in the mountain passageway?”  

“That was my thought,” replied Alfred. “If I were fast enough, I could catch up to her. 
Then I could help her if she were weak from the strange toxins the humans infected her with. I 
could help.” 

They sat in thoughtful silence for a while.  
“I need to leave. Soon. I can’t stay and dawdle here, much as I’d like to.” Alfred said this 

with a determined look directed at Pearl. He knew that she didn’t like the thought of him away, 
risking life and limb on a mere hunch. 

“All right,” said a resigned Pearl. “We can make arrangements for you to leave in the 
morning, at dawn.” 

Alfred smiled dolefully at Pearl’s desperate attempts to keep him safe. “Pearl, I have to 
leave as soon as I can. I have to leave now.” 

“But you won’t make it that far before sunset,” argued Pearl.  
“Then I’ll keep walking even after the sun has set. I’ll walk by night when I must be 

aware of creatures prowling, and I’ll sleep by day if I have to.” Alfred stuck out his chin 
determinedly as he declared what he knew he must do. 

Pearl shook her head worriedly. “I don’t like the thought of you out there all by yourself. 
It’s disheartening and I shall worry so.” 

 “I can fly him home.” A small voice came from neither Pearl nor Alfred, who had both 
forgotten that Harry was there. All this time, Harry had been ever so quiet and thoughtful. He 
seemed to have made up his mind and looked just as determined as Alfred. “I want to help. And 
besides, we could cover at least twice the distance flying as Al plodding along by himself.”  

Pearl still looked apprehensive; she didn’t seem to warm to the idea of Harry leaving, 
too.  

“Pearl, it only makes sense! If I went along, we could sleep in trees, where it’s safer. We 
would definitely go faster, as I’ve already explained. We might even be able to reach the 
mountain before two nights pass! I’ll be back within a week; I promise.” 

Pearl nodded slowly as reason replaced worry. “I suppose it does make sense. But there 
is a storm coming; I can feel it in the air. Perhaps if you stayed just one night longer…” 

“A storm’s coming!” interrupted Alfred frantically. “Pearl, that’s all the more reason to 
leave sooner instead of later! We must get going before it catches up to us! We mustn’t get 
trapped by a storm that could last days! This is my Auntie Alberta’s life that’s on the line!” 
Alfred saw how distressed Pearl became after his frantic speech and added in a more soothing 
tone, “We might even be able to make it to the mountain before we get caught in the storm if 
we leave now.”  

“Pearl,” addressed Harry, laying a wing on her shoulder, “we’ll be all right. I’ll come back 
soon, but the longer we dither here, the longer it will be until I come back. There’s no use 
procrastinating.” 

Pearl nodded. “I know. It’s just that it’s so hard to say goodbye even when I know it will 
only be for a little while. But, I don’t know if I’ll ever see dear Alfred again! And how can I say 



goodbye for good if I can’t even say it for only a week?” By this time Pearl was sniffling and her 
eyes became watery.  

“Oh, Pearl,” Alfred shook his head and smiled, “it’s not goodbye forever. I’ll come back 
to see you. Now that I know about the passage through the mountain, I’ll be able to come to 
Loon Lagoon almost regularly. Next time I might even bring my sisters and my parents and my 
Auntie Alberta! Why, you could even come over to Home Pond sometime!” 

Pearl seemed cheered by Alfred’s comforting words, and she nodded for the third time 
that evening. “All right, then I won’t make any more fuss or start blubbering.” And as she faced 
Alfred to say goodbye, she wore her usual smile, the one that makes you think of home and 
being in the arms of your mother.  

Harry kneeled so Alfred could hoist himself onto the bird’s back. “Goodbye, Pearl!” was 
the chorus that resounded from Alfred and Harry as they flew away from the mossy stump, 
away from Loon Lagoon, away from Pearl.  

Alfred remembered just in time to look back over his shoulder at the mouse that had 
become his friend. He saw her tiny silhouette waving and shouting farewell. Smoke curled 
gracefully from the lopsided chimney that protruded out of the side of the stump she stood 
before; it was a lovely sight, and, though Alfred knew he was going home, he couldn’t shake the 
feeling that he was leaving something behind. Harry flew higher and the scene was obscured by 
misty, low-hanging clouds, but Alfred didn’t mind the dewy drops on his face. It helped disguise 
the tear that slid silently down his cheek. 

*** 
“We’re going to have to fly lower; the wind’s picking up!” 
“What?” Alfred couldn’t hear a word that Harry said. The wind was too strong.  
Harry turned his head around in an attempt to communicate with Alfred. “I said, we’re 

going to have to fly lower.”  
Alfred still couldn’t understand Harry, so he yelled at the top of his lungs, “I think we 

should fly lower!”  He thought he could see Harry roll his eyes as he pointed downward to 
where they hoped the gale wouldn’t be quite as strong.  

They soon found that the wind wasn’t all that improved closer to earth. In fact, once 
they flew out of the low-hanging fog, they could see that a full out tornado was forming in the 
distance. Alfred’s heart sank like a heavy stone dropped in a lake; there was no way they would 
be able to continue flying in weather like this.   

Harry gulped. He’d never liked tornadoes, and this would be the first one he’d have to 
face without Pearl. But his fear of the giant funnel cloud was quickly shoved into the back of his 
mind as he realized that they had to get out of the way of this great display of Mother Nature’s 
power before it was upon them. Knowing that Alfred wouldn’t be able to hear a word he said, 
he motioned for the small turtle to come. He picked him up, and, tucking him under his wing 
like a football, ran towards the best shelter he could see: a tree that had fallen with sort of half-
pulled up roots. The result was a perfect little hole to wait out a tornado in.  

Harry heard a noise come up behind him like an accelerating freight train bearing down 
upon them, but he didn’t look back. His entire being was focused completely and utterly on the 
small hole in the roots of the fallen tree that was their only hope. But, being entirely focused on 
his destination, he didn’t see a small pebble that lay before him. It was a small thing, yet 
somehow Harry managed to get his toe caught under it. This was how he found himself flying 



through the air with his wings outspread, and a tornado ripping up trees only meters behind. 
Alfred, who had sucked his head and limbs into his shell long ago, whirled out of the horrified 
woodpecker’s grasp and into the air.  

*** 
 
And once again, I’m flying, Alfred thought to himself. Except this time there’s a tornado 

behind me, and I have no idea where Harry is or why he launched me so suddenly. Alfred 
thought all of this in about the course of two seconds while the tornado winds whipped wildly 
all about him. Then, it was silent. Where before there had been the terrifying cracking noises of 
the storm carving its path through the forest, there was now only a faint whooshing noise in the 
corner of Alfred’s mind. Cautiously, Alfred peeped his head out of his shell and looked about. 
He seemed to be in a hole of some sort, for he could see dim, clouded light streaming through a 
small opening at least two feet above his head. 

“Harry?” even to his own ears his voice was thin, feeble, and scared; he didn’t know 
where Harry could be.  

Suddenly, the tornado was a freight train, and Alfred was nothing more than another 
part of the track underneath its unbelievable strength. His head was going to burst with the 
sudden pressure of the wind and ear-breaking magnitude of noise. Alfred shouted for Harry 
again and again. But, he knew that he must be gone even before the tornado had passed. He’s 
not in here, out of the storm. And he couldn’t have out-flown that tornado. Alfred knew these 
things, but he wouldn’t, he couldn’t, form the thought in his mind of what he knew had become 
of his friend.  

The tornado’s absence left Harry alone in the quiet with a feeling of emptiness. He’d 
barely known the hyper woodpecker, yet it was all he could do to not sob and cry out. Instead 
he sat in the dark, waiting for something he knew would never come. 

*** 
A small owl paced the floor of a tree house, a tree house of great magnificence and 

grandeur, not in any way like the ones small human young played in. His head rose sharply in 
expectancy every time a leaf brushed the side of his tree-palace, or a songbird chirped merrily 
in the distance. He was waiting for something. Or someone. Finally, a whoosh, whoosh of 
powerful wings announced the arrival of the long awaited guest for whom the small owl was 
pacing.  

“I’m so sorry, Spry-Wing. I didn’t mean to be late- honest.” The snowy owl that had just 
arrived bowed low as she addressed the much smaller owl. “And, I’m sorry for other things as 
well, things much worse than being late to a Summoning even though you may be the one who 
summons me.”  

“My dear friend, there is absolutely nothing for you to be regretful about, and if there is 
I have not heard it yet (though I find this doubtful); so please, if you must say something, say it! 
I merely Summoned you to discuss a few minor matters over some fish,” he gestured behind 
him to a platter of dead trout. He went on conversationally, “I hear you will soon have your first 
clutch if my sources are more than rambling, rumoring fools.”  

“Spry-Wing, I know that you did not Summon me to chat, so…” the snowy owl trailed off 
into a mumble. 



“How would you know why I did or did not Summon you?” the tiny owl seemed to swell 
with indignation. He did look quite impressive. Then, he deflated and rolled his large eyes. 
“Okay, fine. You got me; I did Summon you for more than just the recent gossip.” The snowy 
owl concealed a smug smile by feigning a sudden interest in the trout and turning away from 
Spry-Wing.     

“Snow-Feather,” continued Spry-Wing, “I did not Summon you to reprimand what you 
did. I did, however, Summon you to discuss what you did.” 

Snow-Feather turned back to face Spry-Wing, a confused expression on her face.  
“But, aren’t you going to punish me? I broke the Rule. We only have one law in our 

whole council, and I managed to break it!” 
The small owl looked calmly back at Snow-Feather, a slight smile curling one side of his 

beak upward in amusement. “My dear Snow-Feather, do you wish to be punished? You really 
seem to be asking for it. I suppose I could banish you into exile, but why would you want such a 
thing for yourself?” 

Snow-Feather’s eyes widened in fear that her hasty questioning had landed her in exile.  
“No, Spry-Wing; that’s not what I meant. Of course I don’t want to be banished or 

anything of the like. I was merely wondering why. Why do you not seem displeased with my 
actions?”  

Spry-Wing fell into thoughtfulness, pondering what he would say next. “Well, Snow-
Feather, I don’t see why your actions should be punishable,” he looked up at the confused owl, 
and then continued, “all that you did was save a poor dying turtle from drowning in that 
dreadfully swift river after being put there by that dreadfully daft old goose, bless his soul. 
Although, I must admit that much of the reason why I Summoned you here was simply to say ‘I 
told you so.’ After all, you were extremely opposed to the idea of paying such a small turtle so 
much mind during our previous meeting. I recall that you asked repeatedly ‘Why him?’ and now 
you, too, have been caught up in the spell of a small child’s innocence. I hope that answers your 
question sufficiently.”  

Snow-Feather bobbed her head slowly, but still looked troubled. Spry-Wing seemed 
satisfied that Snow-Feather’s confusion had been cured; either that or he figured that whatever 
still troubled the snowy owl would be revealed in due time. Finally, Snow-Feather could contain 
it no longer, “But Spry-Wing, I have broken the Rule! I used my Sight to See where Alfred was 
and I Saw that he was with Elvis. I knew that, though the goose’s heart is in the right place, his 
company isn’t exactly the safest due to his poor memory. I didn’t want any harm to befall the 
lost turtle so I pried into the future a little further, to see if any harm would befall him. That’s 
when I saw him drowning in the river, not too far in the future! I left to save him right then and 
there, worrying all the while I would be too late.” Here the owl paused for breath and to look 
sorrowfully at Spry-Wing. “I’m sorry; I have betrayed your trust.”  

When she looked again upon the face of her leader, she saw that he was very nearly 
moved to tears. “My dearest Snow-Feather, We (meaning all those in the Council of the Owls) 
are bidden to use our Sight to change the world for the better. I see not why you are distressed 
over being the anonymous savior of dear Alfred.” 

“But it was a very minor thing; it wasn’t anything that changed the world significantly 
for the better.” 



Spry-Wing gazed at the distressed owl with an expression of amusement mingled with 
sadness etched on his aged, feathery face. “Oh dear, you can be ignorant sometimes, can’t you 
Snow-Feather? Do you think that what you did was a small deed to Alfred? Of course not! If he 
knew it were you who’d rescued him, he’d most certainly seek you out and thank you. You’d be 
forevermore held in his greatest respect; and let me tell you, true respect can be surprisingly 
hard to come by nowadays.” 

“I just feel like I’ve abused my gift of Sight,” Snow-Feather sighed quietly. “I realize now 
that I made a difference in Alfred’s life, but maybe that’s what makes me so frightened. I’m 
afraid of changing the world too much because it could inadvertently change someone’s life for 
the worse.” 

Spry-Wing smiled knowingly and understandingly. “I know what you mean; it can be 
scary, thinking that the choices you make inadvertently affect someone else for the worse. But, 
what you must understand is that every single choice you make affects everyone, although 
whether for better or worse it isn’t always possible to control.” 

Snow-Feather stared confusedly at Spry-Wing.  
“Let me give you an example,” said the elderly owl patiently. “By coming to my 

Summoning you might have forgotten to hunt. By not hunting, a mouse might live that 
wouldn’t have if I hadn’t Summoned you. Because that mouse lives, an acorn in the sun might 
be found and buried. If that mouse hadn’t come along that acorn would have dried out and 
died. Because that mouse buries the acorn, it turns into a sturdy tree. This tree grows very 
strong roots, and many different families of squirrels, mice, birds, etcetera end up living in and 
around it.  

“Say a great storm swept through the area; some of the trees around the one that was 
planted by the mouse you didn’t hunt are old and brittle and nearing the end of their lives. 
They are felled by the storm. The rest of the trees that encounter the storm are very new with 
shallow roots. They, too, are felled by the storm. Once the storm passes there are very few 
living trees left in the forest. Of those trees, even fewer are undamaged; but luckily, the tree 
that was planted by the mouse was very low to the ground, and thus was left as whole as the 
shrubbery surrounding it even though the storm was devastating to the taller trees.  

“Because this tree lives, it is able to spread its seed throughout the forest that otherwise 
would have been destroyed by the storm. So you see, even the smallest of actions can escalate 
into great things. This happens all the time all around us. We just aren’t always aware of it.” 

“Wow, that really puts things in perspective,” said Snow-Feather. “But, that also means 
that every little thing we do could escalate into something bad! Like, what if the tree that the 
mouse in your story planted fell over before any storm came and wiped out all the animals that 
lived in and around it? Then I would have inadvertently caused a lot of animal families to die 
unnecessarily!” 

“That is a valid point, Snow-Feather. But, like I said before, we can’t know what every 
little thing we do might affect. I suppose that we Seers might be able to, but we wouldn’t have 
the time. And besides, by taking all that time to pry into the future, we would be making 
another choice that affects everything. What I’m trying to say is that we can’t stop living just 
because what we do may or may not affect someone else’s life. We can’t just stop being who 
we are.”  



Snow-Feather smiled, relieved that her questions had been answered in full. “Thank 
you, Spry-Wing. I’m very glad you Summoned me here today.” 

The old owl laughed lightheartedly. “And I’m glad you came to my Summoning. It’s good 
to know that I could help lift the burden of guilt from your shoulders.” He then plopped a fish in 
his mouth and clicked his beak appreciatively.  

“On a much lighter note, dear Snow-Feather, is it true that you’re expecting your first 
clutch soon?” 

The snowy owl smiled. “In one week.” 
“How wonderful! How marvelously wonderful!” 

*** 
Poor Harry. Poor, poor Harry. And poor Pearl. Whatever would she do without her 

companion that she’d raised from an egg?!! And it’s all my fault, thought Alfred to himself 
miserably. If only I hadn’t let him come with me. Then he’d be safe and sound with Pearl at Loon 
Lagoon. If only…  

Alfred’s thoughts continued in a stream of miserable guilt until he lost track of time and 
didn’t even remember what Harry had helped him with in the first place.  

 Suddenly, a scratching noise broke through the mourning turtle’s wall of grief; a 
gnawing Scratcha-scratcha. “Where is that noise coming from?” Alfred questioned aloud. The 
noise was getting louder and louder until he realized that it was issuing from a wall of his little 
hidey-hole. Dust and dirt began shaking off of the walls. Something was clearly digging and was 
about to come upon Alfred. Speaking of whom, was paralyzed with fear; all he could do to 
protect himself was back against the opposite wall and pray that he wasn’t about to meet a 
badger. Alfred braced himself for the hairiest, scariest creature imaginable as a small, furry limb 
burst through the wall.  

“I’ve found it! Yo, bird dude, I think that I’ve actually found it this time!” the small furry 
someone that had dug their way into Alfred’s niche turned out to be a rabbit, a rabbit that had 
a tan coat underneath a layer of soil from digging and was yelling at the top of her lungs to 
someone that was further back in the newly-dug tunnel.  

The rabbit surveyed Alfred with her bright, blue eyes, taking in his small stature and 
frightened look. “So this is the reason why I just dug halfway to China. Hmm.” Alfred figured 
that the mutterings weren’t meant for him, so he pretended he hadn’t heard them.  

“Anyway, my name’s Amber. Amber Spring.”  
She held out a paw in greeting and Alfred shook it, mumbling “My name’s Alfred.” He 

thought that she looked familiar, but he couldn’t quite figure out from where.  
Soon, the bird that Amber had yelled to appeared. He came coughing and covered in 

dirt, but as he stepped out of the tunnel and into the cavern, Alfred felt as though he were 
witnessing a miracle. His throat went dry and his foreleg fell, limp, at his side. Then he 
recovered. 

“Harry!” Alfred launched himself at the bird he’d thought he’d never see again.  
“But how… what…?” Alfred spluttered as he spoke, unable to find the right words to say.  
“I’m guessing you want to know how I’m alive and in one piece.” Harry smiled as he 

took in the fact that Alfred, too, was alive and in one piece.  
“Well, when the tornado was right behind me and I tripped, I knew that I couldn’t make 

it to this hole, which was the only one I could see at the moment. So I threw you, and luckily 



you made it in. I’m not entirely sure what happened after that.” He gazed confusedly at Amber, 
who took up the story from there.  

“I’d been watching all this from my burrow. I saw that your friend, the bird dude, wasn’t 
going to make it to anywhere tornado-proof in time. So I grabbed him as quick as I could and 
sort of dragged him into my burrow. He might have hit his head on the way, which would 
explain why he doesn’t really remember all this.” 

“Is that how I came to be covered with all this dirt? You dragged me?” Harry stared 
bemusedly at first Amber and then his filthy feathers.  

“Anyway,” continued Amber, “once we were safe, all that the bird dude could talk about 
was his friend, Alfred, that was all alone. He convinced me to dig this tunnel to you, and here 
we are.”  

“Perhaps we ought to go outside,” said Harry. “See what the tornado did.” Everyone 
agreed, so after much debate on how they were going to even get out of the cavern (it was 
quite deep, and the entrance very high up), Alfred was thrown onto the mossy threshold of the 
cavern by Amber. Harry came next, using flight as his mode of transportation, followed by 
Amber, who hopped.  

“You could have at least warned me that you were about to throw me,” said Alfred 
haughtily once they were all outside. 

Amber shrugged. “I didn’t think that you’d agree to it.”  
 Alfred opened his mouth in indignation, but was interrupted by Harry. “Whoa, Alfred, 

look at this.” He pointed in the direction they’d been flying before the tornado had interrupted 
their mission. Looming tall and menacing was a rocky, jagged-peaked mountain.  

“Is that what I think it is?” asked Alfred in amazement. 
“If you’re thinking it’s a mountain, then, yea, it’s what you’re thinking it is.” Amber was 

looking at him with what was clearly a superior expression. 
Alfred glowered.  
“I know it’s a mountain,” he said, annoyed. “It’s just that Harry and I were trying to get 

to this mountain. It looks like we’ve made better time than we thought we would even with the 
tornado and everything.”  

Harry and Alfred stood and looked at the mountain, momentarily struck by its 
magnificence. Amber tapped her overlarge toes impatiently. 

“Oh no!” Harry’s expression of awe vanished and was replaced with a look on his face as 
if he’d just remembered a deadline for something he was supposed to have done weeks ago. 
“Pearl! I don’t know what happened to her! I need to make sure she’s okay after the tornado!”  

He looked apologetically at Alfred. “I’ve gotten you to the mountain; do you think you 
could make it the rest of the way without me? I have to go back and check on Pearl.” 

“Of course. I understand. If I could come with you to see if she’s okay I would, but I have 
to find my Auntie Alberta.” Alfred smiled at Harry in an attempt to make him feel better for 
leaving his companion on such short notice.  

“Thanks,” said Harry as he prepared to take flight. “Hey, maybe Amber wouldn’t mind 
accompanying you on your journey.”  Amber wrinkled her nose in distaste at the thought. So far 
the two hadn’t exactly gotten along very well. They’d managed to disagree on almost every 
topic and they’d only known each other for a few minutes.  



“It would set my mind at ease to know that Alfred had a companion for the rest of his 
adventure.” Harry stared earnestly at the disgruntled rabbit until she agreed.  

Harry took flight and flew back toward Loon Lagoon, his silhouette melting into the 
shadows of the horizon. Alfred waved goodbye, feeling another pang in his gut like the one he’d 
felt when he’d had to say farewell to Pearl.  

“So, are we gonna go on this adventure you guys were talking about, or what?” It 
seemed that Amber could contain herself no longer.  

Alfred turned and faced the next obstacle in his path, the giant, rocky mountain; then he 
looked at Amber. “Yup. Let’s go.” 

 
6 

 
“So, Allen, do we set out on this adventure right away or are you going to explain a few 

key points first?” Amber looked at Alfred, waiting for him to give an answer. 
“I suppose I should tell you what I’m doing before you get mixed up in it, but I won’t 

appreciate too much of a delay. That tornado already set me back a day. And who’s Allen? My 
name is Alfred.” 

“Whatever, potato, potahto. Why don’t we go back to my burrow? You can tell me 
what’s going on while I pack a few things. Follow me.” 

Without waiting for Alfred’s consent, or indeed without even waiting for Alfred, the 
rabbit began hopping away into the distance.  

“Hey! Wait up!” Alfred called out to the rapidly disappearing figure of Amber as he 
attempted to speed up his slow pace.  

“I can’t go very fast,” he said once Amber had come back for him. “In case you didn’t 
notice, I’m a turtle. And in case you didn’t know, turtles are very slow creatures as a general 
rule.” 

Amber rolled her eyes and sighed dramatically. “All right, I’ll walk with you. Too bad you 
can’t hop or fly or do anything like that. It might come in handy on this adventure.” She paused 
for a while, and they walked in silence while Alfred’s annoyance with her stewed. 

“We still have a ways to go, so how about you answer a few of my questions,” Amber 
suggested, seemingly unaware that Alfred had taken offense to what she’d said before. “It 
might be kind of good to at least know where I’m going and why I’m going there.” 

Alfred figured that Amber could be an asset in his journey to help his aunt, so he took a 
deep breath to clear away his irritation with Amber and began his tale.  

“I suppose I ought to begin at the beginning, so-” 
“Well, duh. Doesn’t it seem sort of obvious that you ‘ought to begin at the beginning?’ 

Just my opinion; go on.”     
Alfred glared for a while, and then continued, “Anyway, when I was little-” 
Alfred stopped and glared at Amber for a second time. She’d snorted at the words 

‘when I was little.’ “Sorry, it’s just that you’re so small now that… never mind, keep going.” 
Alfred closed his eyes and prayed for patience. Then after another nice, deep breath he 

took up the story where he’d left off. “As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, when 
I was younger, I had an aunt. A great aunt, to be exact. I always called her Auntie Alberta, for 
that was her name. She was my hero. My idol. Everything I looked up to and more. You see, she 



was always going off on strange and exciting adventures, and that’s what I always wanted to 
be: an adventurer.  

It was the Day of Blessings when she told me she was going away on her last adventure. 
She said that when she came back, it would be for good; she was getting rather old by then and 
decided it was time to think about settling down.” 

“Oh, I know where this is going,” Amber nodded knowingly. “She never came back, did 
she?”  

“Amber, you interrupted me again! That’s three times you’ve interrupted me, now. 
Three!” Alfred stopped walking and stared at Amber in exasperation. “Didn’t your mother ever 
teach you good manners?” He’d meant this last statement to be rhetorical, but Amber didn’t 
take it that way. Her expression, so open and jesting before, now became closed and sullen.  

“What’s it to you what my mother did or didn’t teach me? It’s none of your business if I 
even have a mother!” 

“I’m sorry,” said Alfred quickly, trying to make amends. “I didn’t mean to pry or offend. I 
didn’t think anything of it, and I didn’t think you would, either.” 

“Oh,” Amber seemed taken aback as she realized that she’d overreacted to such a minor 
thing. “Go on with your story, then.” 

Alfred hesitated, wondering if he should ask what was wrong or continue his tale, but 
before he could decide, Amber interrupted again, though this time for good cause. 

“This is the entrance to my burrow. Don’t mind the mess inside, and the floor’s made of 
dirt, so don’t bother wiping your feet.” 

 Amber disappeared spryly through a small hole near the roots of a thorn bush. Alfred 
followed, eyeing the thorns apprehensively. He proved to be not quite as agile as Amber on 
maneuvering around them. 

“Try and summarize your story a bit more from here. From what you said before, we’re 
in a hurry, and we dawdled long enough just walking here at your pace.” Amber appeared 
around a corner already putting some food in a pack. She surveyed Alfred with a condescending 
smile as she took in all of his scratches.  

“You live in a thorn bush,” said Alfred as he noticed what she was looking at. “What do 
you expect?” 

Amber shook her head as if to say “never mind,” still smiling to herself.  
“Well,” said Alfred, choosing to ignore the pesky rabbit, “you asked for the skinny, so 

here it is. When I was walking along the shores of Home Pond (that’s where I live) minding my 
own business, a goose flies out of nowhere and just carries me off! To make a long story short, 
he ended up dropping me in a river, I almost drowned, I got saved by a mysterious bird, I ended 
up in this place called Loon Lagoon, and I got a bunch of information about Auntie Alberta. It 
turns out that she went there quite often on her adventures. Anyway, Gertrude, this old toad 
that gave me a map, said that she’d been there not three weeks ago! Can you imagine! My 
Auntie Alberta, who was gone for years, had been there only weeks before me!” Alfred sighed 
as he dwelled on that happy thought.  

“So what’s the rush? What’s the adventure?” Amber inquired, forgetting her 
condescending manner toward Alfred in her genuine interest.  

“Gertrude said that when Auntie Alberta arrived on her doorstep she was covered in 
this horrible, toxic stuff that she got from the humans. She was growing weak from it and was 



nearing death. Gertrude gave her a map, the same map that I got from her, which leads to… 
well…” Alfred dithered, unsure whether or not he should reveal this precious information. 

“Spit it out! Where does this map lead?”  
“I’m not supposed to say,” said Alfred. “It’s a secret.” As he spoke he fingered the pouch 

around his neck in which Gertrude had put the map along with a few provisions.   
“What’s in there?” asked Amber, noticing what Alfred was holding. “Is that where the 

map that the old toad made for you is hidden?”  
“No,” said Alfred quickly. Too quickly. Amber rolled her eyes.  
“You are so obvious. I apologize if you want to be a spy someday, as well as an 

adventurer, and I burst your bubble, but you are just too obvious.” 
Alfred let out a sigh and deflated like a balloon. He drew the map from its safe place in 

his pouch, slowly, as if he wasn’t entirely sure if he was doing the right thing or not. He gasped. 
Upon unfurling the parchment, he realized that he didn’t have it. The map was blank!  

“What… how… who… when… what happened!”  
Amber, who was looking over Alfred’s shoulder at the blank page said, “Are you 

absolutely sure that Gertrude gave you a map? She didn’t give you phony?” 
“Yes! I know for a fact that she gave me a map. I checked before I left.” 
“Then it must have washed away in the storm. See the water damage to the page? And 

the ink blotches here and there? That map has been wiped clean as a whistle from that 
tornado.” 

Alfred groaned. “What am I going to do?!! I needed that map! I don’t know the way to 
the Cleansing Stream!”  

“What did you say?” Amber’s voice was a mere whisper, but to Alfred it was as if she’d 
shouted in his ear. Upon realizing his err he tried to backtrack.  

“I mean the impending gleam. You know, like the first rays of daylight. Umm, it’s a 
song.” 

Amber rolled her eyes and even grinned; she found his feeble attempts to cover up his 
mistake so funny. “Once again, you’re so obvious! You did not say impending gleam, and we 
both know that it’s not a song.”  

“It could have been,” Alfred mumbled pathetically.  
“Hey, Albert, don’t look so down. It’s not the end of the world!” 
Alfred looked up at her. “My name’s not Albert. It’s Alfred, spelled A-L-F-R-” 
“Yea, yea, same difference,” interrupted Amber. “Anyway, your name is not the point. 

The point is that I already know about this Cleansing Stream that you speak of.” Her tone was 
nonchalant, so it took Alfred a while for what she was saying to actually sink in. She knew!   

“Wait, what? You know about it?!! How? I thought it was supposed to be a big secret or 
something.”  

“Well, I don’t think I was supposed to find it, but I did. It was the day that I became lost. 
Right after the…” she trailed off. Alfred was beginning to find it an annoying habit, along with 
her interrupting every other thing he said.  

“The what? Please tell me! I told you my story, why don’t you tell me how you came to 
be here? Please!” 

“I thought we were in a hurry,” she said, avoiding meeting Alfred’s eyes.  



Quite suddenly she said, “All right. If you must know, I used to have a mother. And 
sisters. I lived quite happily with my whole family in a great big oak field for a very long while. 
We lived by the spring that everyone got their water from, so we knew everyone and everyone 
knew us. However, one day I wandered off. I was mad at my eldest sister for some trivial reason 
that I cannot recall now. I do remember that a fox found me in my wanderings, though. He was 
fast and very nearly got me, for I couldn’t run very well back then; I still don’t, to tell the truth. 
One of my legs is shorter than the other.” Here, she stood up to her full height and, sure 
enough, her hip was cocked to one side from her asymmetrical legs.  

“I escaped by a hairsbreadth, or I suppose you could say a hare’s-breadth. Anyway, I 
jumped into a low-hanging tree branch and then went higher and higher. I was very good at 
climbing trees back then; I guess that’s what you get for living in a field composed entirely of 
giant trees.    

I stayed the rest of the day and all that night in the tree, afraid to come down lest the 
fox should return. But when the next morning came, and no one found me, I knew it was time 
to come down. But I was very young then and very lost after being chased every which way the 
day before. I wandered about for the next day, trying to find my way home. And, I wandered 
the next week after that, and the next, and the next. I was lost without a hope of finding my 
way home. Yet I never stopped looking. Even now I dream of the day when I can be reunited 
with my mother and two sisters, River and Falls.” She sighed dreamily, and then changed her 
tone to be more brisk. “In my search I have discovered a fair few interesting things. You’d be 
surprised how many times I’ve found a place that holds something like magic.” 

Alfred’s brain was working at a million miles per hour. “Hold it; did you say that you’re 
related to River and Falls Spring?” Amber’s overlong ears perked up like a child who hears ice-
cream truck music playing on a hot summer day.  

“Do you know where they are? Have you met them? Tell me! Tell me!” by now Amber 
was literally jumping up and down in her excitement and banging her head on the dirt ceiling.  

“Calm down. Yes, I’ve met them and yes, I know where they are, but-” 
“You must lead me to them at once! You must! You must!” 
Alfred’s heart sank. He needed Amber to help him find the way to the passage through 

the mountains. She couldn’t leave now! 
“I’ll tell you what. Since my Aunt could be dying right now, how about we take care of 

that first. Then, once she’s home safe and sound, I’ll lead you to your mom and five sisters. Is it 
a deal?” 

“Sure!” exclaimed Amber with enough enthusiasm to light up a dark room at midnight. 
“One question, though,” she said with a dazed expression, “I only have two sisters, not five.” 

“The youngest three must have been born after you left,” Alfred said. “Their names are 
Brook, Maria, and Bubbles.”  

Amber smiled to herself. “I would ask you to describe them to me, but we should 
probably go. There’s not much day left, so how about we get to the mountain and then stop for 
the night?” 

Alfred shook his head stubbornly. “We can’t stop if we’re that close. Unless we’re 
nodding off on our feet, I’m not stopping.”  



Amber grinned mischievously. “Freddy, you are going to be so glad you came across me 
on this journey. I have something else up my sleeve, something almost as good as knowing 
where the Cleansing Stream is.” 

“First of all, you are not allowed to call me Freddy,” said Alfred, irked, “but secondly, 
what? What do you have?” 

“Something that will render walking completely unnecessary.” Amber turned and 
scampered into a different room with a shout of, “Follow me!” Intrigued and a little bit annoyed 
that Amber wouldn’t wait for him, Alfred followed.  

Amber led him through a very narrow earthen tunnel, the sound of her thumps and 
bumps against the walls his only evidence that the fast-paced rabbit was even in the tunnel 
with him. At one point, he came upon a fork in the road and had to wait for Amber to come 
back and lead him in the right direction. But once she made sure that he was pointed down the 
correct path, she was out of sight again with a bound and a shout over her shoulder, “We’re 
almost there!”  

After a while, Alfred noticed that the tunnel began sloping upwards, back towards the 
surface. Thunk! “Ow!” Alfred had hit a dead end in the tunnel, but Amber was nowhere in sight 
(not that the lighting was very good anyhow). Where could she be? 

“Look up, silly!” Alfred looked above him and, sure enough, there was a short ladder 
leading outside. At the top there was a bit of light that was mostly obstructed by Amber’s head. 
She was laughing. At him. Again. She must have figured that Alfred wasn’t too good with 
ladders because she reached down and picked him up, saving much time and fuss.  

“So far you don’t seem too good with thorn bushes, tunnels, dead ends, walking 
quickly…” 

“Oh, be quiet,” Alfred sniped. “So far you don’t seem too good at listening, waiting, or 
being nice.” 

“Ouch,” said Amber, mockingly. “That one really stung.” 
Alfred drew in a deep breath. Bickering right now would not help the situation at all. In a 

forced calm voice he asked, “So where is this thing that will make our journey through the 
mountain so much easier? And why did we have to go through that tunnel? Why couldn’t we 
have just walked above ground?”  

Amber slid her pack with food in it off her back with a quiet, “Oomph,” then turned to 
face an inquisitive Alfred. “We didn’t walk across open ground because something lurks in 
these woods. Something evil. Once we’re in the mountain, we’ll be safe; the entrance to the 
passage through the mountains is quite small, and the dreaded something is anything but small. 
It will not be able to follow us in. However, until then, while we’re in this wood, we most 
certainly don’t want to be out in the open for long. We still have two and a half more miles or 
so to go until we get to the entrance into the mountain. Along the way we may encounter… 
things.”  

“Things?” said Alfred with a gulp. “What kind of things?”  
“Oh, nothing that you need to worry about right now,” said Amber. Her voice was 

slightly false-sounding, which didn’t reassure Alfred at all. 
“Tell me, Amber. If I’m to be exposed to these things I want to know what they are. I 

need to know what to look for.” 



Amber sighed as she opened a secret hatch in a decaying tree and rummaged about. It 
looked like she was getting the something that would help them get to the mountains alive and 
in time. 

“They are traps,” said Amber grimly, turning from the tree to look Alfred in the eye. 
“Traps?”  
“Yes, traps.” Amber turned back to her search.  
“Well that doesn’t seem very frightening. Traps cannot chase you. They can be seen 

easily and avoided, if you’re cautious enough.” 
Amber snorted. “Yea, right. You’ll be singing a different tune pretty soon there Freddy.” 
“I’m not-” Alfred stopped midsentence, so dumbstruck was he by what Amber had 

finally procured from the rotting tree. 
 “Amber, where on earth did you get one of those?” 
“Let me give you some background first,” said Amber. “This is a continuation of my 

earlier story about my past. One time, I went back to the Oak Field. You may be wondering how 
I’m still lost if I’d found my way back there. Well, it was the same place, but the humans had 
come. My home, my family, everyone and everything that I’d grown up knowing was gone. 
Even the spring where I used to live was gone! All the trees were replaced with this flat, hard 
ground that didn’t absorb any moisture at all, and on the weird ground there was a giant 
building. While I was there, I snuck into the building. It had shelves upon shelves of… of… stuff. 
There was even stuff to carry your stuff in! But anyway, I found this one thing that was, there’s 
no other word for it, super cool. I sort of took it, and here it is!” 

With a dramatic sweep of her paws, Amber gestured toward what had been hidden in 
the tree: a shiny, red motorcycle. Alfred knew what it was because he’d seen them before on 
the road that went by Home Pond. They looked exactly like this one, except this one was 
minute, maybe the size of a small terrier.  

“Hold on, Amber,” said Alfred, remembering something she’d said. “I think that it’s great 
that you have this and all, but don’t you think that it was wrong to just take it like that?” 

Amber raised her eyebrows. “Don’t you think that it was wrong for them to take that 
forest away just like that? C’mon Alfred. Let’s go rescue your aunt. I saw that slick toxic stuff 
that you said she was covered in when I was at the Oak Field (if it can still be called that), and it 
wasn’t anything you’d want to even smell!”   
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  “Are you sure that these woods are dangerous?” They’d been booking it through the 

forest on Amber’s motorcycle for about a mile now, and Alfred was becoming doubtful that 
Amber’s words that the woods were full of evils unknown had been entirely true.  

“I’m absolutely positive, Allen. We just haven’t entered the realm of the Trap-Master, 
yet. When we do, we will be forced to abandon the motorcycle and proceed on foot.” 

“My name’s not Allen,” Alfred muttered under his breath, knowing that Amber didn’t 
particularly care what his name was or whether or not she pronounced it correctly. He was very 
disgruntled with Amber at the moment even though he knew that she was helping him, and 
that he would have been completely lost without her. Before they’d even started their leg of 
the journey that took them through the woods astride a miniature motorcycle, they had come 
across a minor snag. Well, more than a snag: a problem. A big problem. There was no room for 
Alfred on the bike. 



Amber, being the problem-solver she was, quickly fashioned a sidecar out of some 
nearby tree bark. Alfred knew he should be grateful, and deep down he really was- really deep 
down, buried under the fact that Amber had stuffed him into this tiny, confined space with 
barely enough room to peep his head out of his shell every now and then. This, combined with 
the fact that he hadn’t eaten in a while (Amber had insisted on leaving right away without any 
more delays), was why Alfred was disgruntled and unhappy with her.       

Alfred sighed and pulled his head back into his shell. Alfred found his lids becoming 
heavier and heavier with every passing second despite the occasional pothole or protruding 
root that would make the motorcycle lurch forward unexpectedly. Before long, he fell into an 
uneasy sleep filled with strange dreams in which he was being chased by a fox that was as big 
as a tree with fangs like sabers.      

*** 
“Alfred! Wake up!” Amber’s voice, though hushed, broke Alfred’s sleep as efficiently as 

a bucket of ice-cold water. The motorcycle was no longer running. In fact, Alfred didn’t even 
know where it was. Where the gentle thrumming of its engine should have been, there was an 
eerie silence; the sort of silence that usually predicts a big storm.  

“Wha-?” Amber clapped a paw over Alfred’s mouth before he could say anymore. 
Alfred fought her off and managed a whispered, “What’s going on?” 
Amber shoved a paw violently ahead of them towards some shrubbery only inches 

away. 
“It’s a bush,” Alfred said. “Why so much fuss over a bush?” 
“Look beyond the bush, you nearsighted fool; carefully now, we don’t want them to see 

us.” 
Curious as to whom Amber meant by “Them” and more than a little bit afraid of 

whoever they were, Alfred peeked through the dense shrubbery. At first he didn’t see anything 
out of the ordinary, but then he spotted it. A pair of great, big antlers strapped to a tree, like a 
trophy being shown off.  

Behind him Alfred heard Amber whisper, “We have entered the realm of the Trap-
Master.” 

*** 
From then on they continued on foot, occasionally seeing snares and traps that had to 

be given a wide berth so that they wouldn’t become caught. Alfred didn’t see what was so 
terrible about all the traps; they all seemed to be fairly easy to spot. Sure, he almost became 
ensnared in a net that would have scooped him up to be stuck in a tree until the Trap-Master 
came by to check the trap. Also, he would have fallen into a pit covered with leaves if Amber 
hadn’t run and grabbed him before he fell. But other than those two incidents, their trek 
through the wood was surprisingly uneventful, if not a little slow and tedious at times (Amber 
would occasionally stop for up to ten minutes just to smell the air and figure out where it was 
safe to go). 

Yes, it was rather uneventful, but Alfred preferred it that way. He knew what excitement 
would bring: danger. The danger of being caught. The danger of being caught and roasted as an 
afternoon snack for the Trap-Master. 



Alfred’s reverie was broken by a sharp intake of breath ahead from Amber. He saw a 
flash of tan fur as she was hoisted bodily into the air from her ankle, suspended by a thick 
cable.  

“No!” Alfred’s voice broke the complete silence that hung over the forest like a rooster’s 
cry breaks the peaceful silence of morning.   

“Shh!” Amber hung there for a moment, tense as she listened with baited breath for any 
sign that something, or someone, had heard his outcry. 

“Okay,” she said once she was reassured by the silence of the wood, “this is what we’re 
going to do. Find a sharp rock, like that one right there. No, that one, with the moss on the side. 
Good, now hand it to me. Carefully, now.” 

Alfred fumbled awkwardly with the sharp stone as he tried to pick it up.  
“Can you go any faster,” pressed Amber impatiently. “We don’t have all day to dawdle 

here by this trap! We don’t know when the Trap-Master set this one; he could come back any 
moment!”  

“I’m sorry, but I’m a turtle! I don’t exactly have hands meant for grabbing things.” 
Finally, he managed to pick up the rock in his mouth and carry it to Amber, who hastily 

snatched it from his clumsy hands. She did a quick curl-up and began sawing through the cable 
from which she was suspended. She sawed and sawed, breaking only occasionally when she 
had to rest.  

“Al, it’s not working.” 
“What do you mean it’s not working? It has to!”  
Amber shook her head and let herself dangle limply once again. “The cable is made of 

thick wire. It’s not something that can be cut with a rock.” 
Amber’s face was set and emotionless, but Alfred could tell that she was in pain. Frantic, 

he looked around for something he could use to help her. But all he saw was a fallen log that 
resembled an unbalanced teeter-totter with one end on the ground and the other stuck up in 
the air. It was almost like a ramp.  

“Wait, don’t give up hope yet, Amber,” encouraged Alfred. “I might have a plan. 
Where’d you put your motorcycle?” 

*** 
Rrrrrrr. Alfred revved the sleek bike’s engine and swallowed his fear. He took a deep 

breath. You can do this. You can do this. His thoughts were echoed by Amber, “Come on, 
Alfred! You can do this! Just aim and go. And remember not to turn the handlebars at all 
otherwise… well, just don’t turn them.” 

The plan was simple enough in theory. Alfred would drive the bike up the natural ramp 
provided by the fallen tree, onto the branch from which the snare was suspended. He had the 
sharp rock in the pouch around his neck. It was the pouch he’d gotten from Gertrude all those 
years ago, at least it felt like years, but it must have been yesterday. He would then either untie 
Amber or saw through the branch. All of this passed through his mind in less than a second, but 
as Alfred sat there he noticed how flawed the plan was. Well, no time to try anything different. I 
might as well go for it. Alfred started the bike and shot forward.  

Horrified, Alfred watched as the handlebars wobbled precariously, threatening to launch 
him into a completely different direction. Adrenaline seemed to slow time down so that he 
could perceive every incredibly insignificant detail around him- the tree that was disappearing 



rapidly below the tires of Amber’s bike was sunny and dry, the bark was peeling, Amber was 
staring, wide-eyed at Alfred unwilling to keep watching this recipe for disaster, yet unable to 
tear her eyes away. Then Alfred noticed a fungus ahead on the tree less than a fraction of a 
second before he hit it. His eyes closed and he pulled his head and limbs into his shell 
instinctively as he flew into the air and lost all sense of anything. Yet, even as he fell through 
the air towards a tree and his possible demise, he couldn’t help the surge of feeling that 
flooded through him, blocking out every other thought or fear: the feeling of freedom. 

*** 
Ow. Alfred felt battered. Beaten. Sore to his very core. Yet, miraculously, he had made 

it. He was in the tree! He heard Amber cheering quietly below him. His eyes snapped open and 
he looked about for a moment as he figured out where he was and where he needed to go 
next. He was a few branches above the one that held Amber; the fungus had given him quite a 
bit of extra momentum. Lither than a turtle ought to be, he dropped down to the correct 
branch.  

He inspected the cable that was wrapped around the branch. It was very thick, as Amber 
had said. He was certainly not going to be able to cut through it. The branch was none too slim 
either, so hacking it off was out of the question as well. There was also no way to untie it. Alfred 
groaned. They didn’t have time for this. Below him, Amber let out a soft sigh to release a small 
bit of the agony afflicted by the snare. Alfred thought faster.  

“Amber, can you climb up the rope?” 
“Can you ask a reasonable question?” was Amber’s pained response. Alfred took that as 

a no.  
“Can you swing yourself so that you can grip the tree and put less pressure on your foot 

and the snare?” 
Amber swiveled her head to look up at him with an expression that said, ‘You’re nuts. 

Just nuts.’  
But, seeing no other way get them out of this, Alfred smiled encouragingly and said 

“Come on, I’ll help you.”  
Together they managed it, but it wasn’t easy. Alfred helped get the rope swinging, and 

eventually Amber was able to grab hold of the tree and push herself up to take the pressure off 
of her foot and the snare, like Alfred had described. Amber might have been able to climb up 
the tree right then and there, but her foot was already so far away from the tree trunk, it was 
all she could do to do what Alfred had told her to do and trust that he had a greater plan in 
mind.  

Meanwhile, Alfred took advantage of the looseness of the cable. He pushed and pulled 
it out toward the end of the branch, but a cry from Amber soon warned him that he was pulling 
her foot even farther out away from the tree. There was only half a foot left to move the snare 
and Amber would be free.  

“Just hang in there, Amber,” Alfred called down to her. She snorted, clearly un-amused 
by his pun.  

“You’re pulling my leg off, you-” but what exactly Alfred was, he never found out. Amber 
stopped midsentence, and Alfred knew why. He’d heard it too: a noise, like grunting, except 
more human. Human.  



Amber stopped complaining and swallowed her pain as she motioned frantically for 
Alfred to hurry. “Al, I’m going to leap away from the tree, using the trunk as a springboard. You 
push the cable off of the branch while I’m in the air. But please be quick!”  

Alfred nodded, too nervous to speak. Amber leaped and Alfred saw what was happening 
a fraction of a second before it did. Amber leaped and a man stepped out from behind the 
bushes. He was tall with broad shoulders and a scruffy, dark brown beard that covered the 
whole lower half of his face. His eyes, too, were dark brown and his skin tan and leathery as if 
he spent days outside in the sun and biting wind. He wore a stocking cap on his furry head and 
was dressed from head to toe in animal furs. And Amber leapt right into his arms.  

The man did something with the knot in the snare and Amber was finally out. Out, but 
not free. The man reset the trap and walked away, still carrying Amber. Alfred stood, petrified 
with fear and disbelief, on the tree branch. A small voice inside him said, Well, what are you 
waiting for? and he slid down the snare and followed as quickly as possible.  
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Following the Trap-Master’s path was surprisingly difficult. He always seemed to know 

exactly where to step to leave the shallowest footprint. And then there were the other traps to 
avoid. Alfred didn’t have the skill Amber had, and he was extremely afraid that he would 
become caught and wouldn’t be able to help Amber, or Alberta. And besides not being able to 
help anyone, getting caught wouldn’t exactly be a picnic. Alfred shivered as he thought of what 
the man might do with him if that happened, probably put him in a stew.  

Alfred sighed and looked around for a moment. He’d seen one of the Trap-Master’s 
footprints a moment ago, but now he’d lost the track. Then it dawned on him that the last 
footprint he’d seen could have been from days ago, weeks even. 

“I’m lost.” Alfred knew that he didn’t have a hope in figuring out where he was. He 
couldn’t climb a tree to get a better look around, and it was highly unlikely that he would just 
stumble upon the Trap-Master. And even if he did, then what? He would either get caught, or 
quickly fall behind due to the man’s giant stride. I can’t give up, though, of that he was certain. 
He would not abandon his friend, not when she needed him most.  

*** 
“The turtle has shown amazing courage, Sharp-Talon. But he can’t do everything alone. 

That’s why I’m going to help him.” 
“Why?” Sharp-Talon scoffed, “So you can save a turtle child and a rabbit? That’s our 

dinner!”  
“I’ve never eaten a turtle. A rabbit, admittedly yes, but that’s beside the point. The point 

is that those two don’t deserve to be eaten, especially not by the Trap-Master.” 
“If you had just spotted them on the ground while you were flying home, would you not 

have caught them? For food?” 
“No. Maybe. Okay, fine. Yes, I would have eaten them, because they would have just 

been another rabbit and a turtle to me. But now that I know them, now that I know their story, 
I would never do such a thing. But there’s no point in discussing what might have been. I must 
go and help-” 

“Stop. I’m telling you as a fellow member of The Council that is insane. You’re using your 
Sight for something as insignificant as helping a turtle? Seriously?” 



“Wow, I thought you were all right. But you think that you’re all high and mighty, don’t 
you? I’ll tell you why I’m going to help them. It’s because I know that it’s the moral thing to do. I 
was given a gift: the gift of Sight, and if I wasn’t meant to use it, then it shouldn’t have been 
given to me. Now, if you please; get out of my way so I can go do what I believe is right.” 

*** 
If only Amber had seen the Trap-Master hiding in the shrubbery a moment sooner. Then 

she wouldn’t have leapt right into his outstretched arms. She felt so stupid for that possibly 
fatal mistake, but looking back on the moment, she didn’t see what she could have done 
differently. But, Amber knew that it didn’t really matter what she could have done. What was 
done was done, and now she just had to make do with the cards she’d been dealt.  

Her feet were held in a viselike grip by the large, calloused hands of the Trap-Master, 
and she was being held upside-down. Again. All the blood was rushing to her head. She felt like 
she was going to pass out. Her feet were nearly bloodless, especially the one that had been 
caught in the snare. However, though she was in agony and wanted to squeal like any wounded 
rabbit would, she kept quiet and played dead. 

Pretty soon I won’t have to pretend if that turtle doesn’t find me, and I don’t figure out a 
way to get myself out of this mess. The thought entered, unbidden, into her mind.  

No. I mustn’t think that. He will come. I know he will. Because he’s my friend.  
Amber smiled at the thought, in spite of her perilous situation. Because he’s my friend. 
The man’s footsteps slowed, and she risked opening her eyes ever so slightly. Before her 

lay a small cabin, made from the felled trees around it. A rabbit hide hung from a rack by the 
cabin, prepared to be tanned. Amber passed out.  

*** 
 Alfred searched for what seemed like hours. He wandered this way and that, searching 

for the Trap-Master’s footprints. But even when he did find them, it didn’t really help his 
situation. They could have been from minutes to weeks ago for all he knew. Otherwise, he 
spent his time just wandering, hoping to find some kind of clue that would point him in the 
right direction.  

He was just debating whether or not it would be a good idea to fall prey to a trap on 
purpose, just so he could find Amber, when there was a whoosh-whoosh behind him. He 
thought he recognized the sound, but he hoped with all his might that he was wrong.  

“Good evening, Alfred.” Darn it, he was right.  
Alfred turned slowly to face the magnificent snowy owl that had addressed him. As he 

had guessed, it was the same one that had singled him out at Home Pond.  
“You aren’t tongue-tied again, are you?” 
“No,” said Alfred in a falsely brave voice (he was scared to death of the owl, but wasn’t 

about to admit it to her face). “What do you want?” 
“So blunt. No manners. I, Snow-Feather, want to help you.” Alfred stared 

incomprehensively at her for a moment.  
“Sorry, I thought that I just heard you say that you want to help me?” he ended the 

statement as a question.  
“Yes. I’ve already saved your life before, so this shouldn’t come as a surprise.” 



“I beg your pardon, but did you just say that you’ve saved my life before?” Poor Alfred 
was so confused, and what Snow-Feather said next did absolutely nothing to help that 
confusion.  

“Oh, right. I did that anonymously, didn’t I. Hmmm…”  Alfred wracked his brain, trying to 
remember what Snow-Feather could possibly be talking about. Then… 

“Of course! You were the one who saved me from drowning in that river! Were you?”  
Snow-Feather nodded.  
“Huh. Well, thank you. I guess if it weren’t for you I wouldn’t have made it this far. I 

wouldn’t have ever even made it to Loon Lagoon. Why did you put me in Loon Lagoon? Why 
didn’t you bring me home?”  

“Al, if I’d brought you home, would you have ever found out about your aunt? Would 
you have ever met Pearl or Harry or Amber? I have the Sight, and I used it.” 

Alfred sat in silence while he processed all of the new information. So the evil owl who 
started this all is really very nice. And she saved my life. And put it on a track that would lead me 
to all my new friends and Auntie Alberta. And she has the gift of Sight, so the Owl Council is 
probably real, too. Maybe Ariel was right after all. And she said she wanted to help me, so that 
probably means that she’s going to help me find Amber and Auntie Alberta.  

He looked suspiciously at Snow-Feather as a new thought occurred to him. “You don’t 
want to eat Amber, do you?” 

“Who? The rabbit? Never! I wouldn’t dream of it.” Alfred gazed into her eyes and 
believed her. He had a feeling that he could trust this owl.  

“Can you take me to her? She’s in trouble.” 
“Yea, I know she’s in trouble. Climb on my back and she’ll be out of the clutches of the 

Trap-Master in no time.” 
*** 

Alfred still didn’t like flying. Even though he knew it was a necessary part in the plan to 
save Amber. Actually, he didn’t know any plan.  

“Snow-Feather,” he called over the rush of the wind, “what’s the plan?” 
“Plan? We’ll wing it.”  
“Ha ha,” Alfred fake-laughed, not really amused by the joke when his friend was in such 

danger.   
“But seriously, I was thinking that we’d just grab her and go,” said the owl. “Of course it 

will be easier said than done, but we can’t really plan anything when we don’t know her current 
situation.” 

Alfred nodded, even though he knew that Snow-Feather wouldn’t be able to see him. 
“Can we fly any faster? I don’t want to get there before…” he didn’t finish his sentence. 

They were both thinking the same thing: before it’s too late. 
“No need to, Al. We’re here.” 
Below them was a cabin. Its roof was covered with moss for insulation and there were 

several hides and skeletons set up around the structure. It was clearly where the Trap-Master 
lived. Smoke curled from the chimney in gentle wisps that bore the smell of stew. It would have 
smelled delicious to any human, but Alfred shivered, afraid of what (or who) might be in it. 

Snow-Feather landed gracefully, silently, underneath the windowsill next to an unkempt 
clump of ferns. Alfred slid off of her back, trying not to pull any of her feathers.  



“Ow!” said Snow-Feather. “Watch the feathers!”  
“Sorry,” apologized Alfred, but she wasn’t paying him any attention. She was craning her 

neck to look through the window, which didn’t have any glass; only a screen to keep out the 
bugs, and shutters to keep the building warm at night.  

“What’s happening in there?”  
“It’s hard to see through these screens, but I can make out a human girl. She looks like 

she’s about ten years old. She’s scrubbing something, probably washing dishes. Humans are so 
weird; they try to clean just about everything they own. Anyway, I don’t see a rabbit… oh, wait! 
There is a rabbit, in a cage in the corner. And there’s the Trap-Master. He’s talking to the girl. 
He’s waving goodbye. Now he left.” 

Alfred heard the creak of the rusty door hinges as the Trap-Master exited out of the 
cabin’s only door and the stomp of his heavy boots as he went down the steps of the front 
porch and into the woods.  

“Can I look?” begged Alfred. Snow-Feather sighed and lowered her head to ground 
level. “Get on, but don’t pull any more feathers.” Alfred hopped onto her head and felt himself 
being raised up until he was level with the windowsill. He looked inside.  

Alfred’s view was blurred by the screen and obstructed by an old water boot that was 
currently being used as a pot for some wildflowers. The flower-full boot was placed on a table 
right in front of the window as a decorative centerpiece, but Alfred did not appreciate its 
placement at the time.  

From what he could see of the interior, there was just one room. By craning his neck, he 
could see that there was one bed to the left of where he was. Beside this bed, there was a 
makeshift one on the floor, made from bear and deer hides. It looked as if someone were 
staying here that didn’t usually. Cooking appliances were to the right of the window, which was 
where the girl was idly standing. She must have finished washing the dishes.  

The girl was slender, but athletic-looking, with lean muscles and a confident, yet kind, 
expression. She had brown hair and eyes, like the Trap-Master. In fact, almost all of her 
features resembled him so greatly that Alfred thought that they must be closely related.  

Then he glanced at the center of the cabin and his heart nearly stopped. Amber lay, 
motionless, inside a cage that resembled a miniature prison with a big heavy lock on it. Her 
back was to Alfred, so he couldn’t see her chest rise or fall with her breathing. If she was 
breathing at all. Please don’t be dead. Be alive. C’mon, Amber, don’t be dead! Alfred thought 
frantically.  

“Rabbit stew, rabbit stew, as soon as he gets back from checking the traps we’ll be able 
to eat.” 

Alfred’s blood went cold as he realized that the girl was mumbling to herself (not in a 
way that suggested insanity, just in the way that we all talk to ourselves every now and again). 
She got a cleaning knife out of a drawer and set it down on the table in front of Alfred. She 
proceeded to approach Amber’s cage, a large, brass key in her hand.  

“Snow-Feather! She’s about to skin Amber! We have to stop her! Now!” 
In the blink of an eye Snow-Feather slid Alfred down onto her back again and flew into 

the air away from the cabin.  
“Where are you going?” cried Alfred, thinking that the owl had double-crossed him.  



“To get a running start,” was all that Snow-Feather said before flying straight at the 
screened window. At the last moment she flung her talons forward so she wouldn’t fly 
headlong into the screen, and they burst into the room.  

The girl froze. She stood with the key still in her hand that was extended toward the 
cage and her mouth slightly gaping.  

“Let my friend go!” A noble (if not idiotic) urge swept over Alfred and he leaped off of 
Snow-Feather’s back toward the still gaping girl. She reacted instantly, reaching out and 
snatching him from the air before he could jump on her face.  

Alfred heard Snow-Feather’s exasperated sigh behind him. “Did you have to go and get 
yourself caught, Al?”  

Alfred struggled and kicked, but the girl didn’t seem to notice. She was looking from 
Alfred, to Amber, to Snow-Feather, and back to Alfred again.  

“Is she your friend?” The girl’s voice was quiet and kind as she addressed Alfred. She 
nodded toward Amber who was still motionless in the cage.  

Alfred nodded. As far as he knew, humans didn’t understand animal speech, so why was 
this human talking to him? 

“And she’s helping you rescue her,” she guessed, indicating Snow-Feather. Again, Alfred 
nodded.  

“Can you understand us?” Snow-Feather stared at the girl as if she’d never seen one 
before.  

“Yes. I can. I don’t know why, but I can.” 
“Have you ever spoken to animals before?” 
Alfred cleared his throat, trying to catch Snow-Feather’s eye. He didn’t really care if this 

girl could talk to animals. He just wanted to get Amber and get out.  
“Yes. The first time that I can remember hearing an animal speak was when I was three. 

I was playing in my parent’s backyard and heard a couple of caterpillars arguing over a leaf. 
When I was six, I spoke back to a runaway dog I met when I was walking home from school. He 
was a terrier and the name on his collar was Arthur, but he preferred being called Ruff.  

“Do you know why this happens? Not all animals talk to me, and it only happens 
sometimes. Why?” Now that she’d finally found someone who seemed to understand her gift, 
she was asking all of her questions without hesitation. 

“You have an incredible Gift, child,” said Snow-Feather. Her expression was filled with 
wonder as she gazed at the girl. “You have the Speech. Tell me, have you ever been able to 
understand people speaking in a language you never learned?” 

“Yea, now that I think of it…” the girl trailed off, looking confused.  
“Almost all animals have the gift of Speech, but it is extremely rare in humans. You don’t 

understand everyone all the time because that’s just not the way it works. No one really knows 
why, but some philosophers believe that the gift of Speech only reveals itself when it is most 
needed. Others believe that it’s completely random. You know, you really ought to come see 
the Council of-” 

“Ahem.” Throughout their whole conversation Alfred had been attempting to get Snow-
Feather’s attention. Whether because she didn’t notice or chose to ignore him up until then, 
she had continued her conversation with the girl. But now she stopped. 



“Excuse me, but as much as I’ve enjoyed this cozy little chat, I think we need to be 
somewhere.” Alfred eyed Snow-Feather meaningfully.  

“Oh, right,” said the bird, catching on.” Umm, well, goodbye…?” 
“Emily. My name’s Emily. Yours?” 
“Snow-Feather. But as you guessed before, that’s our friend and we came here to save 

her. So…” 
Emily bit her lip. “I suppose that you’re going to ask me to let her go, aren’t you.” 
They nodded eagerly. 
“Well, I would, but...” 
“But what?” asked Alfred.  
“But I think that she might not still be… well… alive.” Amber got quieter and quieter 

until she ended in a whisper.  
“What do you mean, not alive? Of course she’s alive.” Alfred refused to believe it, but 

even as he looked over at her limp form, he knew that it must be true. He glanced back at 
Snow-Feather desperately. “Isn’t she?” 

Snow-Feather stared intently at Emily. “I might know a way to help her; and anyway, 
would you really eat her now that you’ve talked to us?” 

Emily sighed. “I suppose you can have her. It would only be right. But I am really 
interested in this Council you spoke of. Please, feel welcome to come back anytime you want! 
I’m sure that I could learn a lot from you.” 

“Thank you. I might have to take you up on that offer.” 
Emily put the key in the lock and opened the prison-like door. As Snow-Feather gripped 

the limp rabbit in her great talons Emily placed Alfred on the bird’s back. Then Alfred 
remembered Pearl and the promise he had made.  

“There’s no time now,” he said to Emily, “but I should like to come back again, too, and 
tell you a story. You may already know of it, but it would be good for you to hear it from a 
different perspective.” Emily nodded in agreement.  

“Wha-?” a gruff voice issued from the doorway. The three of them that were conscious 
spun about to face the Trap-Master.  

“Um, hi, Uncle Jo. Was there anything in your traps?” she began inching her way across 
the floor in an attempt to hide the giant owl in the room, but in doing so she left the empty 
cage out in the open. 

“Emily, what have you done? What’s going on? Where is the rabbit?” with each 
question he raised his voice and took a step forward. 

Emily spun around to face her newfound friends. “Hurry! Fly! Go quickly while you can!”  
The man ran at the three animals, making wild, grabbing motions with his hands in an 

attempt to keep them from leaving. Snow-Feather spread her wings and almost made it to the 
window, but the man’s gargantuan fingers closed around her body.  

Snow-Feather hung in the air for a moment, a statue of magnificence; then she swiveled 
her head back around and looked the Trap-Master straight in the face. Their eyes met and they 
both found different things there. In the Trap-Master’s, Snow-Feather saw determination and 
stubbornness. In her eyes there was determination and pride. She whispered something, 
something that the Trap-Master shouldn’t have been able to understand.  



“You escaped to the woods to better see and understand nature, but in the process you 
have become blind.” 

His firm expression slackened and, at the same time, his grip. Snow-Feather turned her 
head forward again, took a deep breath, and flew out of the window. They were free.  

9 
“Do you really know a way to help Amber? Can you actually do it?” 
“Of course I know a way. The only problem is finding it.” 
Alfred was silent for a while. “What’s the way?” 
“The same one that you’ve been looking for ever since Gertrude gave you that map.” 

Snow-Feather looked back at Alfred. 
“You don’t mean the Cleansing Stream?” he said disbelievingly.  
“Yes, I do. I don’t really know what’s wrong with Amber; she must be in shock and she 

hung from her ankles for far too long. I think that the Cleansing Stream ought to do the trick.” 
“And if we don’t get there in time?” Alfred had to ask the question, even though he 

didn’t want to hear the answer.  
“It really depends on why she’s like this. We don’t know what happened to her. She 

could just be in shock, or she could be in a coma,” said Snow-Feather, turning to face forward 
again. “But Amber’s one tough cookie. She’ll make it.” 

Alfred gulped and nodded. Everything seemed as if it relied desperately on the 
passageway through the mountain. If it happened to be blocked, so many things could go 
wrong. All wrong.  

“You do know the way to the Cleansing Stream, don’t you Snow-Feather?” 
“Well, it’s been a few years, but I think that it was in the general direction of-” 
“Do you?” Alfred demanded. He wanted to know all the facts.  
“Patience, Al. I don’t remember exactly where the entrance is, but I do remember a few 

things. I know that there was a poem that told its exact location. It went something like this: 
“In the mountain there lies a path 
Where one can enter in 
There you’ll find a sacred bath 
That will heal you when you swim 
It shall be marked with a single tree 
That in high winds won’t sway 
Yet from afar it can be seen…  
It can be seen… hmmm, I don’t quite remember… oh, wait! I think I got it! 

 Yet from afar it can be seen 
In the light of all hours of day 
So enter into the mountain 
By following the dream 
Of the starry fountain 
And The Orb’s great gleam”  
 
“Honestly, I didn’t understand half of that,” admitted Alfred.  
“Well, that’s okay, because recalling that rhyme just helped me a ton. The first stanza 

just talks about the Cleansing Stream and what it does. The next is about how to find it, and the 



third tells how to enter. It’s marked by a tree that won’t sway even in high winds, but is clearly 
seen from afar in daylight. Can you think of nowhere that would fit such a description?” 

Alfred thought about it, and looked down. The mountain was to their left, uneven and 
looking like it had been clawed at by an extremely large cat. They were now facing a series of 
valleys and gorges that had been carved out of the soft ground surrounding the mountain by its 
many rivers and falls.  

“Of course! It’s talking about a deep valley, one that is sheltered from the wind but still 
gets plenty of sunlight.”  

“Very good, Alfred!” exclaimed the owl.  
They spent the next few minutes in the waning sun flying over all of the valleys to see if 

they could find one that fit the correct description. Finally, after surveying all but three of the 
gorges, they found a worthy candidate.  

“It’s fairly deep,” said Alfred. 
“The deepest we’ve seen yet, save the one that we almost passed by it was so 

shadowy,” agreed Snow-Feather. She glanced over at the other two that they had not yet 
inspected. They both appeared quite shallow, indeed no more than mere depressions in the 
earth. “I think this one’s our best bet,” she said decidedly.  

“Okay. Let’s land.” 
Landing took a while. There were many trees in the valley, which threw them off at first. 

Alfred reminded Snow-Feather that it had to be in the sun. That narrowed it down to one of 
four spots, one of which was a highly forested area.  

“The rhyme said that it was marked by a single tree,” said Alfred, “so that eliminates the 
forest.” 

“And the bare rocky patch of shrubbery over there doesn’t fit all of the description 
either,” Snow-Feather pointed out.  

Alfred nodded. That left two possible places where the entrance could be.  
They thought for a while, hovering in midair, until Snow-Feather broke the silence.  
“Would you mind if we landed soon? You and Amber are starting to become rather 

heavy.” Snow-Feather was panting slightly. 
“Sorry,” said Alfred. But they still had to decide where to land. “Which tree do you think 

is the one that guards the entrance?” 
Snow-Feather thought for a while. One option was an aged weeping willow that was 

surrounded only by a few new willows, and the other was a birch, tall and proud, but still fairly 
young. “I recall the tree having been there for a very long time, so I’m going to say the willow’s 
more likely to be the one.” 

They flew hurriedly down to the willow, which stood about ten yards from the foot of 
the mountain. It was just before they landed that they realized a predicament: how should they 
land with Amber occupying Snow-Feather’s talons? They’d only started discussing the matter 
when a voice said, “Why don’t you just put me down, and then land?” 

“Amber!” they exclaimed in unison. “You’re awake!”  
“Yeah, so could ya land now so I can set my feet down on solid ground?” 
“Of course, of course,” replied a hasty Snow-Feather. We’re landing now.” 
As soon as they did, Amber flopped down on the ground in exhaustion and relief.  



“I guess I’m still too weak to stand on my own four paws, but it sure does feel good to 
not be dangling in the air anymore.” 

As soon as Alfred was off of Snow-Feather’s back he ran over to her with so much 
exuberance she thought he was going to float away.  

“Oh, Amber, I was so worried! We were bringing you to the Cleansing Stream because 
we weren’t sure what was wrong with you! What was wrong, Amber?” 

Amber flopped over so that she could look Alfred in the eye.  
“I think that part of it was just shock from seeing all the… all the…” Alfred knew that she 

was referring to the hides and skeletons that the Trap-Master had treasured and set up around 
his property; he nodded to say that he understood and she didn’t have to relive the moment. 

“And another part of it,” she continued, “was from hanging from my ankles for so very 
long. All the blood rushed to my head and I passed out. But I think what really did it was that 
the Trap-Master wasn’t all too careful when he was carrying me back to his cabin. I think I hit 
my head on something; I do have a good sized lump on the back of my head,” she felt the back 
of her head curiously, as if wondering if it would still be there.  

“All right, we’re back in business!” Snow-Feather had been listening to Amber’s story 
while studying the sky. “We’re all conscious, and night has fallen while you were talking, 
Amber!” 

“Wait, when you say we’re back in business, do you mean that you’re staying?” Amber 
looked apprehensively at Snow-Feather. “I mean, thanks for getting us out of that mess back 
there, but… well… you’re a…”  

“Predator? Bird of prey?” finished Snow-Feather. “True, but I won’t eat you. I want to 
help! Honest. And besides, how else are you going to find your way to the Cleansing Stream 
without my help?”  

“She’s a good owl, Amber,” Alfred reassured her, “but you know the way to the 
Cleansing Stream, too. Don’t you?” 

Amber looked curiously at Alfred. “Yes,” she said, but her expression was one of 
confusion. “At least, I thought I did. I remember that I’ve been there before, but…” now her 
expression was confusion mingled with frustration. “I can’t remember. I can’t… remember…” 

She raised her head, slowly. On her face was a frightened expression. In a whisper she 
said, “I don’t remember anything. I don’t even know where I live, what my mother’s face looks 
like, or why I’m even helping you! I can’t remember your name!”  

“You never could,” joked Alfred, but he was becoming frightened, too. He glanced back 
at Snow-Feather. She looked concerned, too.  

“I think that we should still bring you to the Cleansing Stream, Amber, even though 
you’re conscious now.” 

“Do you think it will help?” asked Alfred quietly. Amber was freaking out behind him, 
listing off even more things that she didn’t understand, such as how she came to be trapped in 
the first place. Snow-Feather shrugged and replied, “Hopefully.” 

Alfred didn’t find this answer very encouraging, but it was their best option. If this didn’t 
work, then he didn’t know what they were going to do. Once again, their hopes were pinned 
firmly on the Cleansing Stream.  

“Night has fallen,” Snow-Feather repeated, “so now we can find the entrance to the 
mountain passageway.” 



“Why is it so important that we find it at night?” he inquired. 
“Because that’s the only time when we can find it,” she answered. “Did you understand 

the last stanza of the poem? The directions on how to enter?” 
Alfred shook his head. “It all sounded like a bunch of waffle to me. What is it supposed 

to mean ‘Follow the dream of the starry fountain’ anyway?” 
“It’s referring to a constellation that is very important to us owls; there’s no time to 

explain why right now, but that’s it right there,” she pointed upward at the sky where stars 
were already peeping out. The constellation that she was indicating was extraordinarily bright, 
and, as was the case for most constellations, Alfred couldn’t see how it even remotely 
resembled a fountain.  

“That’s a fountain?” interrupted Amber, who’d stopped her frantic pacing and listened 
in on their conversation. “In what parallel universe is that a foun-” 

“Anyway,” continued Snow-Feather, “the fountain represents time. There’s a story that 
all owls hear when we’re owlets, and in it the dream of the fountain refers to a time around 
dusk. So, the last line means that around dusk you must follow the moon’s beam, and that’s 
where the entrance to the mountain is.” 

 “Well,” said Amber, “I want to get to the Cleansing Stream as soon as possible so I can 
get my memory back; so since it’s dusk right now, let’s follow the moonbeam and get cracking.” 
She looked expectantly up at the moon as if expecting some sort of grand flash of light and the 
mountain to crack open to admit them into its cavernous depths.  

Snow-Feather, however, looked at the ground. She saw that the area where they were 
wasn’t completely bathed in the soft, pale light of the moon; only the weeping willow was. She 
wandered away from the other two, who were still staring at the sky with their mouths gaping 
wide as they waited for a grand sign to show the way, and approached the tree.   

In some places the drooping branches touched the ground, so when Snow-Feather 
moved close enough to touch the trunk, it was as if she were in a tent. However, above her, the 
weeping willow’s branches grew around a small hole not unlike a vent for a chimney.  

“Alfred, Amber, come look at this!” she called, poking her head out from under the tent-
branches so she could be seen. “I think I’ve found it! A way into the mountain!”  

Alfred and Amber came running as soon as they could locate where Snow-Feather’s 
voice was coming from.  

“Whoa,” said Amber, once she was inside the tree. “What is this place?”  
“I think it’s the entrance!” chirped a bouncing Snow-Feather; being a dignified owl, 

Snow-Feather rarely bounced up and down with excitement. This was a rare moment.  
“Look! Look at the ground! See the hole in the ceiling? It lets in moonlight that falls… 

right… here.” Snow-Feather pointed to a rock near the base of the tree that was completely 
white in the moon’s gentle glow.  

“It’s almost like magic,” Amber murmured, referring to the hole in the ceiling.  
“It’s exactly like magic,” said Snow-Feather, “but we still have to figure out how to get 

in.” she lapsed into thoughtful silence.  
Amber looked at her, confused. “Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?”  
“What’s obvious?” asked Snow-Feather, irked. She didn’t like knowing less than others. 
“Wouldn’t we just move the rock and find a tunnel?”  
“No.” Snow-Feather’s answer was definite.   



“Why not?” demanded Amber.  
Snow-Feather sighed as if explaining to a three-year-old that two and two makes four. 

“Because it’s not that simple, that’s why.” 
“Why not?”  
Alfred knew this argument; he’d had it many times with his sisters. It would go on and 

on forever until no one even remembered what they’d been arguing about in the first place. He 
decided to take matters into his own hands. He ran at straight at the rock as fast as he could, 
jumped, and flipped onto his back so he hit the rock with his shell. The impact reverberated 
throughout their little hideout, leaving no doubt in anyone’s mind: beneath the rock there was 
a hollow space, like a tunnel. 

The look Amber gave Snow-Feather was smug. “You see? Below that rock is the 
passageway, like I said.” 

Snow-Feather rolled her eyes. “I still think that there’s a better way to get in.” 
Alfred cleared his throat as loudly as he could. “I have an idea, why don’t we just get 

into the tunnel whichever way we can, since the matter is becoming so increasingly urgent. My 
auntie might be down there, and Amber needs to get to the Stream pronto. Now, since we only 
know of one way to get down there, why don’t we try it?” 

The other two blinked and mumbled incoherently. Finally they voiced their agreement. 
“I suppose,” conceded the owl.  

But Amber, once realizing that she was in the right, responded with a hearty, “Hear, 
hear!”  

Together they managed to lift the rock (which hadn’t looked nearly as big when they 
hadn’t had to move it). Snow-Feather held it up and urged the other two to go in, and quickly. 

They leapt into the inky blackness below, landing with a whump on the dirt floor of the 
tunnel. What little light there was vanished as suddenly as extinguishing a candle when Snow-
Feather flew in and let the stone fall back to the ground outside. She landed, considerably more 
graceful than Amber and Alfred had been, next to them.  

They were inside the mountain.  
*** 

“How,” asked Amber, “are we ever going to find our way around in here? How are we 
going to find a pathway when I can’t even see my paw an inch from my face?” 

“Is there just one tunnel?” Alfred questioned anxiously. He hoped there was only one so 
they could just feel their way along the walls until they came to the stream.  

“Yes, there’s only one tunnel,” answered Snow-Feather, to everyone’s relief.  
They walked for what seemed like forever, stopping every now and then to make sure 

that everyone was still together and straining their ears for any sound that might indicate that 
the stream was coming near. It wasn’t until at least an hour and a half that something finally 
happened.  

“Do you hear that?”  
“Do you see that?” 
“Whoa, I can smell it!” 
There was a noise that was most certainly the sound of a gentle stream, flowing lazily 

ahead. The visibility was improving, too; there was light farther down the path. And Amber was 
right; a smell was wafting down the passage. When asked to describe it later, Alfred could only 



say that, “I cannot quite describe it. It wasn’t aromatic or anything, just very clean smelling, if 
you know what I mean. It was like water; it doesn’t taste like anything; it’s simply… pure.”  

They all picked up the pace and when they rounded a corner and the stream came into 
view, Amber sprinted the last few yards and leaped spectacularly into the water, sloshing the 
sacred waters all over the already slick stone ground surrounding it.  

“Amber!” chastised Snow-Feather. But despite her strict words, Alfred could tell that 
she was actually amused. After all, how could you not be jubilant at such a time?  

The rest of their time spent in the mountain was a happy blur in Alfred’s memory. He 
didn’t know what the best part was; it could have been when Amber sprang out of the water 
exclaiming that she could remember back to when she was a kit. Or maybe it was when they 
strolled a little further down the path and found Auntie Alberta whistling a merry tune as she 
strolled home (it turned out that she didn’t need any help after all); she was so surprised to see 
Alfred! “My little adventurer,” she called him as she embraced him in a tight hug.   

Later Alfred agreed that the best part of that night was coming out of the mountain at 
Home Pond and marching into his mother and father’s living room announcing “I’m back! I’m 
back!”  

 
Epilogue 

When Alfred marched unexpectedly into his parents’ house, he found all of his family 
there, almost as if they had known he would be there. Of course, they hadn’t known, so when 
his mother saw him, she was so overcome with emotion that she fainted promptly in his 
father’s arms. When Snow-Feather poked her head in to say hello, he, too, fainted, dropping 
Alfred’s mother on the floor.  

After that fateful journey, Alfred never had a doubt in his mind that he could be 
whatever he wanted, but he always tried to stay with two feet planted firmly on the ground (he 
never quite got over his fear of heights).  

Two days after Alfred came home, they threw their birthday party, and it was by far the 
best one that anyone on Home Pond could remember for a very long time. Alfred insisted that 
this was mainly due to Auntie Alberta being there, and everyone agreed, except Alberta herself, 
who was too humble to say such things.   

Then, just when Alfred didn’t think that the day could get any better, Snow-Feather and 
Amber (who overcame their differences and became very close friends) presented the gift they 
had prepared for him: They had rounded up everyone that Alfred had met along his journey 
and brought them to Home Pond!  

Elvis did his interpretational song and dance; Pearl and Harry chatted animatedly with 
his mother and the beavers who lived next-door; even Gertrude and Emily were there! And 
best of all, the Fall Sisters came running into the middle of it all, all out of breath and shouting 
for Amber, who was reunited at long last with her family. 

 Alfred smiled. He was home.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 


