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1 – The Dawn of a New Life
The nursery burrow was pleasantly warm, though the spring mornings had barely escaped the winter's frosty fingers. Solix, the youngest vixen in the den, curled around her new-born pup. The other two vixens signalled their support and kinship, but Solix looked past them, avoiding their unfamiliar gazes. She rested her head on the floor where her single pup nuzzled against her belly. Her daughter clung to her, squealing with her tiny voice, seeking her mother's warmth and attention.
         Solix sank into the peace, but her heart jittered with anticipation.  Her mate, Daylan, was nearby. She could hear his soft steps rustling the old leaves by the entrance and smell the fresh meat he brought in for her. Soon, he'd enter the warm den and meet his daughter for the first time.  Though her heart was jumping with joy, Solix's body still shook from exhaustion. Barely an hour had passed since she gave birth. She must rest. She needed her strength back. Solix stretched and let the tension drain from her aching muscles. Her eyes followed a shimmering light beam sneaking into the den. It slid over the sleeping pups and lingered on a dark mark just above her daughter’s right eye.  'Just like Daylan's,' Solix said. She licked the patch of fur lovingly and wondered if Daylan'd notice too when he sees her. Oh, how excited she was to finally have a family, to show him their first child. 
As Solix slid into a shallow slumber, noises from the outside nudged at her senses. She peaked her ears, halted her breath – listened. Her body tuned into the vibrations coming from the ground. It shook under a stampede; a loud multitude of voices getting closer. A pack of dogs barked.
Solix jolted.
Fox… Hunters!
The other two vixens stilled, alarmed. They placed themselves in front of their pups, growled, eyes glued to the entrance. Solix whimpered. Her instincts prodded her to move. But her body was weakened from labour and failed to respond and get up. She uttered a weak snarl, her fur on her neck rising.
 The oldest vixen amongst them paced around her pup. 'They always come when we have young. They know it's harder to flee.' She threw a haunting look over Solix as if she knew her future. A dark veil fell over the vixen's irises, and she looked away. She paced towards the patch of light on the burrow ground, sniffing up at the air from the outside. 'Dogs. I fear them the most,' she said. 'This burrow's entrance is large enough. We must leave.'
'There is still time,' said the other vixen. 'We run across the river. The water will hide our trails. Solix, are you strong enough, dear?'
Solix strained to sit up. Her legs shook and gave in. She threw a shy look at the other vixen and whimpered, shaking her head in defeat.
 An army of dogs barked again. 
As if on command, the two vixens rushed, grabbed their pups by their necks, and carried them out of the den. As they left, they threw sad glances back at Solix. They bowed their heads apologetically for abandoning her, their whimpers full of heart-wrenching goodbyes. 
Solix watched the other vixens leave, her eyes wide with fear. Like a frost setting on the forest ground, the loud noises from outside the burrow chilled her bones. She shivered, peaked her ears. The protective walls of the den felt like they were closing in on her. In a heartbeat, a former sanctuary transformed into a deadly trap. Wide-eyed Solix panted, her heart hammering in her chest. She listened and hoped her two friends and their young would make it across the stream in time.
Solix shifted her body with effort. A hurricane of emotions crashed inside her, drowning her, pulling her into darkness. With great effort, her entire body shaking, Solix dug her claws into the dirt and, one weak move after another, pulled herself and her new-born away from the entrance. Leaning with her back against the cold wall of the den, she could do nothing more but stare through the semi-darkness and listen.
Loud shouting, barking, and other foxes whimpering and screaming in pain juddered her insides. She flinched at the banging, deafening noises slicing through the air. More foxes shrieked and squealed. Solix snivelled at every sound.
Eyes glued to the entrance, Solix squealed at the sight of blood draining into the den. Her heart thundered in her chest. She whimpered. The light dimmed as Daylan, her mate, stumbled inside; his right flank torn and covered with blood. Solix's heart thumped. A surge of energy and desperation spiked inside her. But before she could reach her mate, he collapsed. Horrified, Solix watched Daylan's entire body twitch before his chest stilled, the light in his eyes gone forever.  'Daylan', she sobbed.
A searing white pain burned through Solix. 'Daylan,' she whined. But her mate didn't answer. She stared, wide-eyed, at the unmoving body, as if the next moment would erase the shock and reverse time. She wished she could run out, bite, and tear with her claws at whoever had killed her mate. Instead, she moaned a mournful, subdued sob and curled around her vulnerable pup. An abyss of sadness filled up with realisation in these dark moments: Daylan had never met his daughter; her child had no father. Memories and dreams that would never come true wrenched her heart.
The pup moved, a small dark grey ball of fur with a distinct white tip on its tail. She crawled closer to Solix, shaking, shivering; its small snout wrinkling, repulsed by the smell of blood. Solix trembled too. But her child's tiny voice called to her, each whimper and each helpless nuzzle against her belly a new wave of a growing bond. Solix licked her pup's head with affection and took in the smell of her. The sweet odour of her new-born blushed her soul with love. It filled the void of death and loss with a new colour of hope. Solix took a long breath, closed her eyes, and vowed to keep her daughter safe. Silently, she promised that she'd raise her daughter alone and never give up.
While the many dogs continued to bark, and countless loud bangs reverberated and rattled the burrow walls, Solix lay still, heart pounding. Curled around her daughter in the darkest corner of the den, she hoped they wouldn't find them.
But the noises came closer; rushed paw-steps and a bark. It echoed through the den and scraped against her skull. She could smell the dog's awful breath and hear its rugged panting.
 Solix shuddered. Weakly, she got to her feet. Struggling to stay upright, the vixen growled and guarded the entrance. Her fur stood on her neck – a warning; glistening sharp teeth promised excruciating pain to whoever dared to enter her home. With great precision, her senses tuned into the sounds coming from the outside. Many hunters stomped the ground. Many foxes whimpered in pain. Many dogs rummaged the land. The stench of warm blood soaked the earth and lay heavily around her helpless child. As she watched the murky shadows move across the ground and Dylan's lifeless paw, his leg jittered. For a moment, a bolt of hope flashed through Solix – maybe, he was alive. But a low growl and the sound of scraping against dirt filled her ears. She stiffened and watched as the dogs dragged Daylan's lifeless body away, leaving behind a long trail of fresh blood.  
Solix swallowed a bark, bitterness spreading in her mouth until she gagged. With stealth willpower, she forced her shakes away. A flame of defiance grew and flickered from the depths of her heart.
She was ready to fight. She wouldn't go down with a whimper.
Through tears, Solix stared at the darkening blood on the ground. The emptiness around her grew though the stampede above ground subsided. Like an unruly army, the hunters and their dogs moved on in a hurry – shouting, shooting, running – leaving behind a blood-red trail of destruction. Solix slumped on the ground once again. Her senses strained to understand what was going on in the world outside. Instead of nourishing meals she smelled drying blood. Instead of soft fox paws rustling the leaves she heard silence. Except for the occasional twitter of birds and the far-off hum of the river, the forest around the burrow was empty, silent, dead. And now the hunters were gone, the silence was as terrifying. Solix looked at her daughter, her eyes wide with sorrow. The world she knew and took for granted dissolved like a morning mist. How would they survive? There was no one left who would feed a lonely mother with a child.
 













2 – Lost Doodlings
It was a warm but breezy afternoon in Green Valley. For the two Doodlings venturing far past Strawberry Fields, all hope was setting with the Sun. And yet, the colourful tulips – yellow, red and pink – swayed gently in the evening breeze, oblivious to the sadness carved on many of the Doodlings’ faces far out in the village. For endless hours, the otherwise carefree villagers had searched all the places they could think of, turned every stone which could be turned, and poked the glistening pond with long, bendy sticks. They had called the two names until their voices burnt out like candles in the wind. The Doodlings hoped, somewhere, somehow, they'd find the two missing younglings. And now, a new night loomed above their green, neat roofs, sadness had settled in all their hearts.
Far away from the village, stretched over the sloped sides of a small hill, lay the splendid Tulip Turf. Hundreds of spring flowers grew on the hilly patch of land. They swayed with their heads held high, closing their beautiful blooms to protect the captured dew, which made them glisten as if they were diamonds, rubies and emeralds. Though a breeze blew gently, this wasn't why these tulips swayed. They swayed because the two lost Doodlings climbed along the juicy tulip stems. They perched themselves on the leaves as though sat on a bench at the park, chattering away. The shimmering light bounced off their vibrant, layered clothes – bursting with colour – the surrounding petals appearing dull in comparison.
Considering Doodlings' friendly nature, it was unusual for them to be arguing. That afternoon, though, holding on to the green stems high above the ground and poking their heads around the petals, their little, lilting voices spread through the air like the ringing of distant bells. 
'Can't see it,' Dodo said as he slid down the tulip, landing on his thin legs.
'But we only went past Strawberry Fields,' said Lottie, following down another tulip, her wide skirt spreading around her like a parachute. 'Why can't we see the village? The pond? The tower?'
Dodo shook his arms – as he always did when he was unhappy – then dropped them angrily. 'I looked, and there is nothing familiar. That butterfly we followed is long gone too.'
While Dodo stood still, slumped and stupefied, a bumblebee (drawn to the bright colours of his hat) flew around him and made a turnabout. 'Not you again,' Dodo huffed. He took a step back, waved his hands, and shook his head. But it didn't help. The stripy yellow-black bug still buzzed, flapping its transparent wings faster and faster around his ears. 'Go away!' Dodo said. Still, the humming became louder, creating a little storm, which blew Dodo's hat off. 'You nasty, noisy creature,' he snorted. 'The last thing a lost Doodling needs is to lose his hat too.'
Lottie puffed-up her cheeks and shook her head – which is what she always did when she was unhappy. Her long auburn curls flew every which way as she leaned forward, hands on her hips. 'You, Dodo, are being silly worrying about a hat when we have bigger problems. We're lost. Really, truly lost. Where? Nowhere, of course. Because, if we knew where we were, we'd be somewhere.' Lottie's voice rose high. 'We'll never find our way home again.'
Dodo scratched his nose, picked up the hat that had previously flown off his head, and crammed it back on. 'Even if we stood at the end of the ending World, all we need to do is turn around and go back. See? I tell you – we'll find our home again.'
But Lottie slumped onto the ground, not seeming to care that the dust spoiled her skirt. She also didn’t care that her messed-up curls were frizzing from underneath her hat, nor that ugly mud stuck to her previously shiny red shoes. Starring at her toes, Lottie didn't move when a big drop of water slid across a nearby leaf and fell on her nose. A sniffle followed the splash. Her face sparkled with droplets flowing down her plump cheeks. Dodo glanced at Lottie as she ran her small hands over her silky skirt and sniffled. 
'What's the use of being sad?' Lottie said. 'Sadness will not get us back home, but thinking will. Hard and proper thinking.'
Dodo skipped from foot to foot. 'Exactly. As always – you do the thinking. I do the doing, use some magic marbles; a single spell and all is well.'
Lottie huffed. 'This isn't a child's play. Your marbles can't help us here. You don't know if your marbles work so far away from the village.'
Dodo's face went blank. His hand slid over the pouch that hung from his belt. 'Sure, they work. The problem is, I only brought a few.'
Lottie stared at him.
Dodo opened his palms in defence. 'What? I didn't think we'd get lost. Got a few good ones here but not the wish-me-there marble, or the see-the path one.'
Lottie shook slightly, and her voice wobbled. 'Soon it will be dark…'
 'Dark, or no dark,' Dodo said, 'the world is still the same.'
In the flowery forest, the setting Sun sneaked through the green leaves and blossoms, casting colourful shadows that danced and jittered, following the movement of the flowers above them. While Lottie leaned against a sturdy old grass stem and looked at her toes, Dodo paced around the tulip, hands on his hips, mumbling. 'The pond…fields…tulips.' He stamped his leg and kicked the flower stem. 'We need to move,' he declared.
'But which way to go?' Lottie asked.
 'We go the home way,' Dodo said, sounding as if he knew this was a wrong answer.
 'But you, silly, have no idea where home is, do you?'
Dodo's eyes grew enormous, and his eyebrows reached for his hat. 'Home hasn't moved, Lottie. It still stands where we left it.'
Lottie scrambled to her feet, stood on her toes, and gestured with her hands frantically. 'And we left it where exactly?'
Dodo blinked. 'You know where. Down in the Valley, by the Pond. Right next to the Forbidden Bushes and the Big Rock, past Strawberry Fields.'
The Doodlings stared at each other: noses wrinkled; round faces serious. Lottie blew up her cheeks and then poked the air out of them with her fingers, making an unpleasant noise.
Dodo, however, smacked his hands against his knees, laughing. His cheeks flushed beneath his freckles. 'That noise,' he said and giggled away as if he had no worry in the world. 'So funny.'
Lottie didn't laugh. 'Yes, I'm funny. Mummy says that too. But this right here, right now, isn't funny.'
At that instant, Dodo became serious and stopped laughing.
Lottie's voice, small and sad, slid through the silence. 'Poor Mummy, she must be so worried by now.'
'Mine too,' Dodo said. He stood silently, watching the shadows around his feet until he snapped out of his trance. 'Frog's tail and snail's teeth,' he hissed. 'And whose fault is it? Running after a butterfly? Until we end up at the end of the ending World?'
'It clearly is the butterfly's fault,' said Lottie.
'Clearly,' Dodo replied. 'What a stupid creature.'
Dodo grunted and kicked the dust again. 'It's a fact. No Doodling ever ventured past Strawberry Fields. It's not for nothing we stay put in our village and have been for a long time.'
 'Well, this is it,' said Lottie. 'Whatever happened so long ago brought in the rule that Doodlings do not leave the village, but I don't particularly think it's a good rule.'
'What do you mean, Lottissima? Are you saying, after everything that happened to our people – being kept as pets by the Giants, made into garden slaves…What are you saying?'
'I'm saying, us hiding inside our village is not solving the problem. The Giants won. They can go wherever they want. It is us Doodlings who live on a patch of land and never leave it. Look at us. We have no knowledge, no skills to get back home.'
Dodo untied the string that held the green and gold dotted pouch attached to his belt. ‘We'll get there, somehow,' he said. His hand slid inside the pouch holding all of his valuable possessions.
Lottie watched him rummage through it. 'There must be somebody out there who can help us,' she said.
'Maybe,' Dodo answered as he peeked at a large rainbow-coloured marble in his hand. 'If not, we can always use the marbles. Surely some of them could come in handy.'
Lottie sighed. 'Your marbles are all about how they look, and not what they can do. We stand a better chance finding some other Doodlings who could help.'
While the wind whispered and sang, Dodo shook his head. 'The Legend says…' Dodo paused and shook his head, as though he couldn't remember the exact words of the legend…'But I don't think it helps. It's just a legend. Like the one about the caves, and the cauldron of fire inside the Misty Mountains. Surely, you'd spot the mountain lightning up at night, spitting fire from its cauldron. But we never saw it.'
Lottie rolled her eyes. 'Now you talk about legends. Look around you. Legends matter now as much as how many petals a rosebud has. The Sun is going down. For sure. That's not a legend. We're lost. That's also a fact.'
Dodo blinked. 'I know that.'
'So then, let me do the thinking.'
Dodo shrugged. 'Okay.' He then went quiet and busied himself with his pouch, taking the marbles out, one-by-one.
Lottie crossed her arms over her chest and observed him, one leg thumping the ground. 'Marbles again?'
'Well, the forget-it marble, and the find-it marble will not help us here.'
'Obviously.'
 'Nor the weather marble, for that matter.'
Lottie shook her head. 'See? Forget the marbles. Not helpful at all.'
But Dodo was in deep thought as he continued, ' And of what use could the predicta-marble be right now? Predict what? If the night was going to fall?' Dodo scrunched his face.
'It is falling,’ Lottie said. 'Falling fast.'
Dodo’s face lit-up for a moment. He lifted a black and yellow marble towards the scattered rays of the evening Sun and peeked through it. 'See, this lighting marble may come in handy when it gets dark and scary. And the get-me marble – who knows?' He craned his head to one side. 'If only I knew what to ask for.' He snapped out of his marble-dwelling mood and stated, 'All in all, nothing useful for right now. I guess we need to find a shelter and hope we're nowhere near the Gi…., you know who I mean. 'He placed the marbles back into the pouch, and tied the pouch back to his belt, looking grimmer by the minute.
Lottie took a moment to fight the tears in her eyes. Her gaze followed a leaf carried by the wind. It glided and twirled and appeared utterly helpless. 'Just like us,' she said, 'alone and away.' Lottie looked into the distance, far beyond the swaying tulips. 'It's so strange. I can see it so clearly in my mind: the village, our parents, school and the fields.'  Lottie's voice trembled with emotion. 'Somehow, we'll get back there,' she continued. 'We will touch the old well and breathe in the evening air full of sweet pollen; watch the Sun rise behind the steep tower again. It's true. It's real – and I promise, we'll find our way back home.' Lottie clenched her small fists and repeated, 'I promise.'
Dodo shifted from foot to foot. 'I promise too,' he said, blinking. With a few decisive steps, he stomped towards Lottie and took her by her arm. 'Come,' he said.
'Come where?'
'Somewhere. There must be someone out there,' Dodo huffed. 'Look, we can't stay here. I don't know what we will find, but if we don't move …'
Lottie followed Dodo in silence through the tulip forest. Her small feet crunched the dry grass stalks as they headed towards the lonely star twinkling next to the pale ghost of the Moon.
The night crawled in, the shadows melting with the dusk. Dodo led the way, silent for once. A big lump grew in Lottie's throat every time she looked up at the Moon. The shadows grew darker. Except for the birds chirping, their feet stomping the ground and the weak gushes of wind whooshing around their ears, the world remained silent. Somewhere out there, in the village, Doodlings would be settling for the night: watering the plants in their neat gardens, singing the evening hymns, greeting their neighbours over the rose fences and looking forward to a hot cup of rosehip tea. Lottie's eyes sparkled through an ocean of tears, and she didn't hide it when Dodo stopped to look at her. She took a breath and started humming, her voice crystal clear.
The World is my mother, my father the Sun,
Let's go together. I have a plan.
Dodo pushed away the swaying grass stems as he stomped forward. A rustling came from nearby. He stopped. Listened. Lottie held her breath.
'You scared?' Dodo asked.
He didn't sound like he'd blame Lottie if she said she was. 
'No,' she answered too fast. Though her heart thumped hard, and she drowned in worry, she'd never show it. She kept walking steadily, letting the song hug-away the fears and keep her mind off the strong, unfamiliar smells that spoilt the air. The acrid odour was so strong, it made Lottie imagine walking through a forgotten kingdom where nothing bloomed, and nothing ever sparkled. Ahead of her, Dodo jittered too. He froze once or twice, and Lottie's heart jumped like a frog. Their minds played tricks on them, their fear painting the world in colours of danger. Besides, what could they do if danger came? Dodo's marbles couldn't help much, for sure. This strange realm belonged to strange creatures. Creatures they had never encountered before in a world they knew nothing about. And if one of the predators came, it would be the most horrifying end to their young lives.














3 – The Scent of Survival
Young saplings covered the entrance to the burrow underneath the ancient oak tree's branches. From the depths of the den came a small voice; so tiny, even the wind had to listen hard to hear it. It squeaked and whimpered before falling silent. Inside the den, a single fox-pup, still sightless and weak, clung to its mother. The young vixen lay curled next to it, her fur dusty and her flanks sunken. She panted hard, her head flat on the ground, half-closed eyes bloodshot and sad.
Solix gave her pup a gentle lick across its head with great effort and care while dark thoughts rumbled within her. If she didn't feed again soon…
Since the hunters came and went, the emptiness grew – a black hole inside of her. At first, being alone terrified her, the thick silence spreading like a veil of cold fog. But now, the hunger pangs twisted her insides and dried the milk her pup needed to survive. She pondered for many hours where to go hunting. There was no place better than the other. Solix delayed the moment of leaving her daughter unprotected as long as she could, but as the fifth, lonely night settled over the den, she had to make a move.
For a few more precious moments, Solix watched her cub sleep peacefully. Little did the pup know, she'd wake up all alone, cold and hungry. But Daylan was dead, and for a long time, Solix didn't hear a single fox pass by; no one to call to and ask for help, no other way to get food.
Solix felt a deep emptiness in her soul, a sickening despair. Apart from the helpless young pup clinging to her, the world was void of any goodness. There seemed no reason for taking another breath, living for another day, enduring the hunger and the light-headedness settling over her. But every time Solix felt like dying, a weak whine from her pup or its stir, made her heartbeat faster. She could not succumb to the darkness.  
Solix pulled herself up onto her weak legs with a heavy heart and stood above her child for as long as she dared. Laylix, she said with her thoughts. Your name is Laylix. You wear it proudly, my child, as it is the name of the best huntress ever to walk these grounds. Trembling, Solix threw one more glance at her daughter, and dragged herself through the crumbling exit. Leaving Laylix was like wrenching herself apart, like pushing a thorn through her heart. It was the hardest thing Solix had ever done.
Outside, the moonlit night coloured the world with shadows. The ground was crisscrossed with hundreds of dog-paw trails and terrifying two-legged tracks. Solix surveyed the destruction the hunters had left behind: dark patches of dried blood, trampled dying grass, old leaves splattered across bushes. There were so many of them that had come this time. Solix shuddered and walked on.
To one side, the dark and gloomy forest rattled with nightly creatures which could become a meal. On the other side stretched the river, and beyond it rose a steep slope leading to the high plain. There too were many opportunities. Solix took a step forward. Though her heart jumped with excitement, her weak, shaking legs reminded her that she had no strength to run after an animal tonight. It would be easier catching a game in the forest where dense trees stopped anyone from speeding away. Solix peaked her ears up. Yes, the forest hummed and buzzed with nocturnal creatures. She could hear them crawling and skimming over the dry leaves and splashing inside the streams and puddles. The vixen threw one more glance towards the den; the entrance was well hidden behind the young saplings and leaves. Reassured, she headed towards the blackening forest where the trees swayed in the wind like dark, dancing titans.
A rogue gush of wind rolled down the hill from the other side, slid over the stream's bubbling water, and ruffled the vixen's fur. It carried the strangest smell she had ever encountered – sweet and inviting and so enchanting. For a moment, Solix had forgotten everything else around her. The unfamiliar scent tickled her nostrils. It called to her from afar and stopped the vixen in her tracks. Mesmerised, Solix took a lungful of the strange smell and changed her direction. Trotting towards the stream, she followed the trail of the honied aroma she couldn't resist. Though she had never smelled or tasted anything like it before, Solix had a niggling pulse in her throat that felt so satisfying, irresistible, delicious. It was alright to be heading away from the forest, she reasoned to herself; up there on the plain were many other creatures. Maybe this new, fascinating scent would lead her to a nourishing, tasty catch.
Solix staggered and limped as she dragged herself onto the stream's pebbled bank and across the ice-cold water. Emerging on the other side of the river, her wet fur clung to her starved body, heavy and chilling with cold. Solix paused to regain her breath. She let the water drain down her legs, creating a small puddle underneath her belly. And in the silence, she heard a distant, clear voice. The voice wasn't a familiar bark or a subdued screech, but more of an unusual, soft wail. A continuous sound of sorts that reminded her of the gurgling spring water, the winds gushing but in the strangest way. She listened hard. The sound merged with the scent. It called to her. Another tiny voice came from the same direction. Her heart flattered with hope and gratitude. Two creatures for a meal should be enough to keep her daughter alive.


 
 




4 – The Mushroom House
Dodo grunted and heaved as he struggled to push away the dense, tall grass surrounding them. He fell flat on his face a few times and was up in a flash, furious. Lottie, of course, paid no attention to it, not giving Dodo more reasons to grumble.  
The Sun was setting over the giant maze of green and yellow stems and razor-sharp leaves towering high above their heads. It swayed and stretched in every direction as if the world was nothing but an endless ocean of grass. Dodo waved his hand for the millionth time. Buzzing bugs flew around them, and the velvet zoom of fluttering wings sliced the air as darkness crept over the Sun's sleepy light. 
Sometimes, when the wind blew apart big patches of grass, Lottie could see farther, see glimpses of far-off bushes and a forest. At times, the patch of land looked familiar, and her heart sprung with hope. They must be getting closer to the village. Or farther away. Lottie sighed. She hated the chilling voice in her head taking all her hope away.
Lottie slipped yet again on the ground, which was covered in a delicate dew. If it wasn't for her hands grasping the swaying grass stems, she'd be falling flat into the mud again. Her knees were bruised from falling. There were no paths to follow, just the monotonous swaying of the grass stalks and the sharp leaves scratching her bare skin. Lottie wriggled through, absentmindedly, one slippery step after another. Amongst the flat, sharp-edged leaves of the grass, an occasional round, hairy stem appeared. She stumbled into one of them, grabbed it and looked up. Its cotton crown jittered from the impact. 'Dandelion…Dandelion,' she said. 'Isn't it such a magical name for it?'
 Dodo watched her turn in circles with hands on his hips.
Hundreds of tiny cotton buds flew loose in the wind, white fluff settling on their tight curls like snowflakes which never melt. Lottie smiled and raised her arms. 'Isn't it lovely,' she said. 
Far to the left, a creature screeched, making Lottie pause. 'I forgot…forgot for a moment. Where are we, Dodo? What if something eats us?'
Dodo gave her a stare. 'Nothing would eat us. Did you ever hear a Doodling being eaten by something or someone?'
With a twist in her stomach, Lottie shook her head. 'No, but we're not home now. Anything could lurk around,' she said, not daring to think deeper.
'Then I'll scare them away.'
'How?'
'Like this,' Dodo said as he pulled and distorted his face.
'That couldn't scare a mouse. It's hopeless. Your face is funny, not scary.' Lottie pinched her nose. 'What is this smell?' she asked. 'It's been around for a while, and it's getting stronger.'
Dodo sniffled and pinched his nose too. His voice came out sounding like a dimmed down trumpet. 'Think it's a fox. They leave that stink around, telling other foxes this is their place.
'We better move,' Lottie said. 
Dodo shook his head. 'You can't outrun it. This place is riddled with foxes.'
'I've seen a fox once from a distance. It didn't even look our way,' Lottie said, wanting Dodo to know she wasn't worried. But a sense of being watched intensified, the unfamiliar noises sounding louder in an instant.
Dodo scratched his nose and looked over his shoulders. 'That's because they stay away from our fires. No fires here, Lottie.'
Lottie stopped. She could hear the truth in his words.
 Dodo turned, stumbling over his feet. 'What?' he said, startled.
'And where is the science to back this up?' she asked, still having a hard time believing him. But then, before Dodo could reply, she asked herself, what else kept the predators away from the village?  
[bookmark: _Hlk157069713]'Don't need science for everything. Some things are old knowledge. Keep walking.'
Picking up on the slight tremor in his voice, Lottie followed him with bother in her eyes.
Dodo strode on, pushing the endless grass stems apart. 'Besides, who cares about all that science and the yabby-yabba they teach us in school. Algebra this and verb that. Yabby-yabba. Not helpful in life. '
 'How do you mean, 'who cares? ' Are you gone mad, Dodo Sapling?'
Dodo grunted, pushed on even harder and then froze. He jump-turned to face Lottie. He did that sometimes, when excited. 'Who cares for tonight?’ he said. 'Look.'
Lottie turned. 'Oh,' she said. 'Didn't expect that. What is it?'
Past the tall grass-stems, something red and dotty grew from the ground.
Dodo stood on his toes. 'A shelter.'
Lottie's face brightened a little. 'And at the right time. I need to eat, and I must sleep. My legs hurt, my skirt is dirty, my shoes are muddy….'
'A mushroom house,' Dodo said. He stretched upwards, peeking towards it. 'You mean this place has a bathroom? A bed?'
'You think it's empty?'
Dodo scratched his forehead. 'It's a strange one indeed. I wished there was more moonlight. If there was, I could ask my foreseer marble about the mushroom house and its owner. Don't quite like being so clueless.'
Lottie yawned. 'I wouldn't quite rely on your marbles. They're fancy toys. That's all.'
'That’s all they are for girls who don't understand,' said Dodo, peeking at the dotted house. 'It's not for nothing we have a class in the fifth grade about them. You can go and study the marble craft high up on the Misty Mountain. Mr Roundly did. Now, look all the magic he can create.'
'Magic doesn't exist,' said Lottie sternly. 'Magic is science we don't understand yet.'
'Aha,' Dodo was serious. 'How do you explain we are here? We exist. Talk. Walk. Eat. Sleep. How, if not for magic?’
'Don't be ridiculous,' Lottie squirmed. 'Let's presume it was magic that created us.'
 'Sure, it was.'
'M-hm,' Lottie pursed her lips. 'If we were created by magic, who created the magic in the first place? Are you saying the magic magically existed?'
Dodo blinked as his hat slid down his forehead. He pushed it back up. 'Well…But never mind this. We can stand here chatting, just long enough for a sharp-toothed creature to come along and ask us how we would taste for dinner.'
Lottie swallowed hard. 'Stop it at once.'
'Right, then. The mushroom house it is.'
 The Doodlings sneaked towards the mushroom house. In a strange way, its sight was a relief from the endless grass maze. The air smelled of rain and thin rolls of night fog hung like patches of cobweb between the distant bushes. Fine dew dripped from the leaves, a rare drop splashing over their cold noses with a jeering splatter. A few steps ahead, the tall grass gave in to a soft carpet of moss surrounding the mushroom house. Next to it stretched a pond. And between the pond and the house lay a big log with many dry branches poking out of it. Hung atop one of the branches jittered a jar, glowing like a lost jewel in the moonlight.
The house had a wooden door, which stood half opened, and several roundish windows of different shapes and sizes. Above the entrance hung a lantern. Millions of fireflies buzzed inside it; lighting up, wiggling and chattering with their infinitesimal voices. Lottie's eyes followed the patches of light. It felt oddly reassuring to encounter something vaguely familiar like windows. But it was also terrifying in equal measures; seeing them wedged on the walls of a strange mushroom house.
'Aw… poor little beasts,' said Lottie, looking up at the trapped fireflies. 'Whoever was so gruesome to stuff them in there like that?'
Dodo placed his finger over his mouth. He whispered, 'Lottie, can't you think? Whoever was gruesome to stuff them in there could also plug us in a can. ' 
With a puckered face, Lottie wondered about Dodo. He always said the strangest things, making no sense at all. She half laughed when she said, 'We won't fit, silly. We're too big.'
'Yeah?' Dodo looked at her. 'What if they have big lanterns? Like the ones Giants have, what then?'
'And what use would it be stuffing us in a lantern? We don't glow.'
'Yeah, we don't,' Dodo said, sounding like a parent who was answering a child's most ridiculous question. 'But we may be tasting just right, you know.'
Lottie swallowed. Perhaps, she thought, Dodo wasn't always silly. She felt a pang of shame that she'd almost laughed at him. Someone laughing at Dodo was the thing he hated the most. He had plenty of that in school. The children laughed at him mostly because of his trouble with words. But some nasty kids laughed because they had no heart. The sad thing was, Dodo could do nothing to change who he was. It wasn't his fault he was the kid with no dad. He couldn't help the fact he wore the hand-me-down clothes, which were always many shades paler and looked washed-out compared to the bouncing, bright colours everyone else wore. But what these kids didn't know or, more accurately, never cared to notice, was that Dodo was a loyal friend and as bright as the brightest star with things that were hard for most other children. He could craft a spell in no time at all. He could figure out the most complicated riddles and find out what was inside a marble long before anyone else could. And if the people listened to him as attentively as they should have, they'd be surprised at the wisdom that came out of him. Even though Lottie didn't believe the story of the Giants, she still couldn't be completely sure that they didn't exist because Dodo said that they did. Doodlings talked about Giants during the long winter nights. But apparently no one had ever seen one in a very long time.
Careful not to make any noise, they sneaked towards the log and hid behind it. They thought they were hiding, but their high, colourful hats rose above the log like flags, visible to anyone looking that way. Every now and again, they'd peek towards the mushroom house, yet they didn't dare approach it.
Lottie, wedged between the large branches of the log, yawned again. Aching all over from a long, gruelling hike, she glanced over the pond and wished she was at home. Back in the village, evenings were so comforting and warm. Sat around the fireplaces, the mothers knitted jumpers for the winter in all sorts of colours and patterns. Grandmothers told stories, and fathers pretended to be relaxing while they sipped on their tea and planned their next working day. She could almost hear the logs crackling, smell the rooibos tea and feel the cosy cotton blanket over her knees. But one short blink and she was back, sat on the cold dirt, seeing nothing but a large pond where frogs repeated the same boring sound — 'ribbit-ribbit' – until ten other frogs replied in the same manner.
Yesterday, Lottie had a whole list of things she wanted: a new teach-me-to-sing marble, a birthday cake which would never get eaten, a book collection from Dessima Dollington, a ladybird farm… Today, all she wanted was to find her way home. She would gladly trade all her other wishes to appear at her doorstep. But how? Maybe there was something useful about the marbles. Maybe, Dodo was right. He usually was. Lottie crossed her arms over her chest. What if he had a useful marble in his pouch? One that could help them find a way home. And knowing Dodo, he may have it and not realise it. He was still peeking above the log, staring at the house. She jolted when a nasal voice came from behind them, and her green eyes somersaulted in all directions.
'Ha! I've got ya,' someone said. 'Nasty sneakin' like that.'
Dodo gulped and stood up slowly. 'My deepest, most sincere apologies from here to the Moon and the stars…' he started.
'We are so thankful and full of–' Lottie continued, but the stranger spoke over her.
'Ya'll full of fluff, you Doodlin's. And s-top blah-blah-ing for mice's mother's sake,' the voice hissed.
Lottie made a big round O with her mouth.
'Dearest Sir,' Dodo spoke and glanced over his shoulders. 'Whoever gave you such a pleasant voice?'
'Who do ya' think gave me this voice? It wasn't a bird, that's for sure. It wasn't a frog either.'
Lottie shuffled, her voice thin and shaking. 'So, who was it?'
'It was my 'other,' the voice screeched.
'You mean — your mother?' Lottie said.
'That's what I said.'
'And who is your mother?' asked Lottie.
'Ya Doodlin's are thick in long places.'
Lottie, the best student in the Green Valley, stood straight. 'Dearest Sir, did you mean to say wrong places?'
'Yes, that,' said the voice and huffed. 'All thick in long places 'cause my 'other is 'course my m-other. Who else could she be? Eh?'
 Dodo's pointy ears moved in random directions, listening to the strange talk coming from behind. 'Dear Sir,' he said, 'if you would pretty-please tell us, what does your mother look like? We would be most grateful and happy.'
 'Why don't ya',' said the voice in a rambling tone, 'come with me into my house? I'll tell you all 'bout her?'
A menacing, whickering snicker shattered the short silence that followed. Lottie's heart sprung like a jumping spider. A dark shadow crept over and across them. Lottie watched as the shadow became thicker and rounder, closing in like a gloomy mist rising from the mountains ready to swallow them. The grunting noise and fishy breath brushed closely over her neck. Lottie leaned over the log and away from it, wondering in a moment why she didn't think to turn and face the stranger. She thought all this wasn't real. It was her wild imagination playing tricks on her. 
But when strong, fleshy fingers grabbed Lottie by the arm, the fear rendered her speechless. One glance at Dodo and the horror inside her grew into a paralysing nothingness. Dodo stood frozen, pale. Lottie's legs turned into jelly. She stumbled backwards. The creature pulled at her and mumbled. Lottie somehow managed to shriek. She pulled away again. But the shadow was too large, the fleshy fingers too strong. Firmly holding onto her arm, the stranger dragged her and Dodo around the log and towards the mushroom house.
'Mister… Mister,' Dodo tried.
 'Hm. Not a Mister. It's only me, Nibbles,' the creature said.
A long snake-like tail swept across the ground, and a cloud of dust rose-up into the air. It choked Lottie. Stumbling backwards, she watched the tip of the long tail sway from one side to another, curling close to Lottie’s shaking legs. Lottie's mind churned as she reasoned. This was a talking creature so for sure a Doodling of sorts. But it was large and stinky, and she had never heard of a Doodling with a tail. She wondered what Dodo was thinking. All she saw was Dodo's hat jittering on the other side of their captor, his one free hand inching towards his marbles.
 
 












5 – Rumble and Roar
As the night darkened, thick white fog sat like a shadow on the hilltops. Intense hunger pangs pushed Solix ahead toward yet another icy stream. Inky black water roared and rumbled over massive boulders. Foam bubbled around whirlpools. Solix watched how the powerful current carried branches and leaves with alarming speed; some dipped and never resurfaced from the foaming whirlpools. She had no strength to go back. She had even less power to fight the current, but she must go on. Her daughter’s life depended on it. Head hanging, Solix inched toward the freezing current. 
One paw at a time, Solix stepped on the slippery pebbles aiming for a group of big silvery boulders withstanding the current. She reached the first one and with effort pulled herself onto it. The churning current run over her legs, droplets from the upstream showering her with icy cold spray. She shook and shivered, her fur drenched and heavy.
Through mist she aimed for the next boulder – a raggedy uneven thing, clad in green moss. To reach it, she had to jump. Solix took a breath. She crouched and pushed towards the stone. Her front legs landed on top. Her hindlegs landed on the slippery moss. The thunder of the river matched the thumping of her heart. Muscles straining, Solix fought to find a hold. Her claws scratched the stone, but the algae made her slide. Fear gripped her as her heart thundered louder than the churning water. She heaved and grappled, her weak body struggling against the slippery surface. Panting, she forced upon her weak muscles a last attempt to succeed. For a brief moment, her right paw stuck in place, but the rest of her body was too much to bear. The roar subsided as the dark, cold water swallowed her, pulling her into its depths. 
Solix’s weak limbs flailed. Her lungs burned for air as darkness swallowed her. The current tossed her left and right, smashing her against the boulders. She let it. She couldn’t fight on. But from depths of her soul, a tiny voice called to her. 
Laylix, she thought.
                Laylix, she remembered.
                               Laylix, she grasped.
Solix opened her eyes. 
Fighting the darkness and the tumbling current, she kicked her legs and aimed for the surface. With a new lungful of air, she swam for the riverbank. Still, the relentless waterway threw and tumbled her. Her limbs scraped through debris: old roots and leaning branches from the nearby threes. She fought through it, enduring the stabbing pains as the branches dug into her flesh. Heaving, groaning, splattering, she pushed onwards. She whimpered as the sudden burst of energy faded. With the last of her strength, enduring scrapes and stabs, she forced her body to move across and over the debris. As she did, her paws traced the ever-growing branches and roots. When she felt pebbles under her paws, a blast of new hope pushed her out of the water. Coughing and trembling, Solix dragged herself onto the muddy riverbank and collapsed. Her scattered mind clung to the fading image of her crying daughter, then darkness claimed her.



 
 
 
 


 
6 –The 'ungry Creature

They were doomed.
Both Doodlings took in a big gulp of air, yet no scream came out. The stranger's fleshy fingers dug into their small arms as he dragged them towards the mushroom house. Lottie and Dodo faltered; their stomachs knotted as their bodies shook. They skimmed over the uneven ground as their minds stayed blank with fear.
Inside the mushroom house, more lanterns hung from the walls. They glowed and jittered with hundreds of fireflies trapped inside them. From the dark and dusty hallway, a garbage-littered staircase coiled upwards. The chipped, circular wall gaped open in three places past the crooked banister. 
Lottie strained to see. The dark shapes of several dishevelled and unhinged doors stared back at her. An arsenal of pins and needles prickled over her skin. Lottie tried to use all of her strength to pull away. It made no difference. The strong hands of her captor only dug deeper into her arm. 
Two half-open doors swayed in the draught. The screeching of door hinges pierced the silence. Pulled across the dusty floor, Lottie stumbled backwards, her whole body shaking. The stranger wobbled on, pulling at her arm, grunting and mumbling. Big, round spiderweb stretched between the door and the wall; an angry looking spider, dark and hairy, bouncing in the middle. Passed the spiderweb, the light dimmed further. The captor grunted once more. He hurled Lottie further into the dark, empty room where Dodo was also flung a second before her.  
Pieces of half-eaten apples, a single blue slipper, several chipped mugs, and handfuls of grain littered the floor. A pile of mouldy carrots sat under a washing line covered with trousers and worn jumpers. The reek of stinky cheese mixed with the repulsive scent of dirty socks. Lottie pinched her nose. And it was clear, so clear to her: no one decent would live in such a foul-smelling mess. How could they?
'There, you two,' said the voice, snickering. 'Welcome to Nibbles Barat's home.'
The Doodlings turned and gasped. High above and in front of them stood a dark and grey figure. Nibbles's great tail swept dust across the floor, and his enormous ears stood out like round plates stuck to his head. He did resemble a Doodling – in some ways, yet Nibbles's appearance gave Lottie a shiver. His mousy-grey skin was covered with coarse fur. He looked over them with a pair of small, red eyes. The snout on his elongated face was peppered with long whiskers, and his grime-covered fleshy fingers ended with long curved claws.
Lottie's thoughts were racing – be polite but be firm, look confident but not rude, don't speak first and give clear answers... Then it dawned on her. Was there a proper way of talking to a rat? She didn’t know. Lottie blinked and blinked again. Rats do not speak. No, they don't. But it was either she lost her mind in fear or this large rat, with glasses on his snout! was speaking to them. With each thought, Lottie’s heart sunk deeper into hopelessness. 'Oh, what…,' she stuttered, her small voice bent around her shallow breaths.
Dodo placed himself in front of Lottie. 'Stay calm,' he said, while his eyes stayed glued to their captor.
 Calm was not what Lottie felt right now. She jolted backwards as Nibbles wobbled towards them, his pointy snout wiggling. 'Ya Doodlin's look 'ungry,' he said and grinned, revealing two big front teeth surrounded by two rows of sharp and crooked ones.
Lottie covered her face with her hat and mumbled from underneath. 'No, no. We're not angry.'
The smell of rotten roots whiffed around Lottie's nose. She held her breath, staring at the distasteful piece of carrot dangling in front of her.  
Nibbles huffed. 'Ya better 'ave sometin' to eat.'
It took a moment for Lottie to understand the words. She peeked above her hat. 'Oh, Sir, you meant hungry, not angry?'
'Yes, that,' Nibbles said, squinting through his glasses, which stood wonky over his long snout.
'Too skinny for my likin',' he said to himself. 'Hm… hm… too 'lean too.'
A cloud of despair fell over Lottie. She forced herself to stand straight. 'But Sir, skinny and lean….' Lottie began and stopped when Dodo squeezed her arm.
Lottie's gaze followed the rat, who circled in small, jumpy steps around them. Of all the stories she knew, the one about a witch imprisoning a boy and a girl came to her. The witch kept the boy in a cage and fed him so he would fatten up. Then she'd eat him. Lottie couldn't remember how the story ended. Still, this whole situation reminded her of that story far too much. She had a million-and-one thing she'd want to say, but her tongue felt tied in knots. Stiff and trembling, Lottie observed the creature as he shuffled closer to them and sniffed around their hats. 'So 'lean, smellin' of… like blossoms. How do ya do it. Hm? Tasty, de-deed. You surely must be 'ungry. Flowers are no food.'
A panicked sense of being trapped and vulnerable choked Lottie as she looked at Dodo. She stifled a cry. But Dodo stood fiercely, his stance reminding Lottie of an angry statue. His grim expression was alight with fire in his eyes, and for the briefest moment, this evaporated Lottie's fear. She exhaled and ignored the warning written across Dodo's face. 'Mr Barat…Nibbles, we are clean because we bathe. Very simple. And if I were you –'
But Dodo took a swift step forward and spoke over Lottie. 'Dear sir,' he said, 'thank you for your generosity, but we are more lost than hungry… And what Lottie meant is… is… what she meant is you'd help us. Being so clever and all.'
Mr Nibbles Barat grumbled and clapped his hands together. 'Lost, ya say? A-ha.'
The world was spinning around Lottie. They were actually talking to a rat. It was unnerving. Even more so thinking that one day, when they told the story nobody would ever believe them. And honestly, could Dodo be more naïve? He just made them look even more vulnerable. Now the rat knew they were alone and helpless. She glanced at Dodo in wonder, but her friend didn't look like he was unsure or confused. 
'Yes, lost,' Dodo said again and confidently stared at the rat. 'Could you help us find our way home?'
Nibbles looked at them, rubbed his enormous belly for a long while, and shrugged. ‘If a home is all ya need, this is your home now. I'll feed ya, alright. Must fatten up, for sure. You sleep 'ere. Good deeds on a good day, I'd say. Besides, a silly question to ask, 'cause how do I know where your home is? I'm a rat, and you're Doodlin's.'
Lottie puffed up her cheeks. The more she observed and listened, the more it seemed true; this rat had nothing else on his mind but to fatten them up and then…
Dodo shuffled. 'But, Mr Barat, you're the smartest gentlemen in the Valley. I know you are. You must know.'
Lottie blinked. She was more puzzled about this creature than by anyone else she'd ever met. One could consider Nibbles being kind with all the food offering. But the awful smell of him and his insistence for them to eat was drumming warnings into her. 
The rat continued to mumble. 'Hm-m,' he said, craning his head to look at the ceiling, as if searching for the rest of the answer up there.
Did Dodo believe this scruffy rat could be wise and kind? Lottie didn't think so. No one that smelly could be clever at all. This rat couldn't put together a straight sentence. He swallowed letters, ate whole words, and sounded unlike anyone she had ever known. She could swear on her Doodling hat that he, Nibbles Barat, had never been to school. Not once. No, worse: he had never even come close to a school. He’d never seen one in passing. And she was right, so right about that. But school was a useful place, Lottie pondered. It was a place where one studied many valuable things and became cleverer with each day spent in there. The rat, on the other hand, seemed to lack any education. This surely must mean something; it may be the only way to outwit this rough, scary creature. Lottie puffed up her cheeks, let the air out (which made Nibbles stop nibbling on his mouldy carrot). She cleared her throat.  ' I am sorry for the intrusion,' she said, 'but it is quite…mmm…unusual, to say the least, that your species, you Mr Barrat, have mastered the language. Sorry, I mean Doodling language. I am sure you have your own…rat? language, is what I meant…How come you speak?' Lottie finished, unsure if what she said made sense.
'That, yes, de-deed. Ha, sure was a surprise to me too.' Nibbles shrugged. 'That's what ya get when ya go places,' he leaned forward and blinked, ' strange, backwards places. Ya get back someone else.'
That didn't make sense. But whatever this talking rat said, never made any sense. Lottie craned her head. 'Places. What places?'
Nibbles waved his hand dismissively. 'A story for a long night. Ya 'eve other worries on ya mind. Lost, ha ya said. And sure, I'm clever, but…'He gnawed on a carrot piece with fast, short bites and talked, still looking at the ceiling. 'Sure, hm. But smartness comes when one is smart. Besides, I'm so really 'ungry right now. No smartness comes from that.' He took a sudden step closer, his snout sniffing around the Doodling’s hats. 'Not bad smelling, de-deed,' he snickered, revealing his sharp, crooked teeth. 
Lottie found Dodo's hand. Cringing at the foul smell from the rat's mouth, she wobbled backwards, pulling Dodo with her. Her little heart fluttered in her chest like a trapped moth.
Nibbles looked at them, patting his belly. 'Me needs to go now.' He pointed his finger towards the pile of rotting food on the ground. 'You two eat, get a bit fatter. And don't touch the fireflies.' He gave them a serious look through the glasses. 'Ya hear? Under no circ…sircum… . Just don't touch them,' he said, obviously giving up on pronouncing circumstances.
Lottie's vision blurred as the creature wobbled towards the door holding a big, rusty key between his sharp claws. He was mean, for sure. Mean what he was doing to the fireflies. There would be no surprise he would be mean to them too. Lottie knew, he was going to lock them in there. He was going to feed them then…
'Mr Barat,' Dodo called to him, trying to sound convincing. 'Being so clever and all, I'm sure you heard of us Doodlings possessing the knowledge of magic and marble craft, which is curiously available to the situations and solemn vowels.'
'Hm?' the rat grunted and squinted back at him. 'What did ya say?'
Lottie blinked at Dodo; whichever way he put this sentence together was nothing but a jumble of words. Though her mind wanted nothing more than to correct him, she let it go this time. The way Nibbles looked at Dodo gave her a shiver. Lottie fixed her gaze at the chattering fireflies, whereas Dodo with a smirk on his face, inched his hand toward his marble pouch. 
Nibbles sneezed.
Dodo smiled broadly at the marble in his hand.  
'Whats thats?' asked Nibbles, and his squinty eyes narrowed even more.
Dodo threw the marble across the floor. It rolled and rattled over the uneven planks. He looked at Nibbles, and if Dodo didn't have ears, his smile would have stretched all around his head. 'As I said, Doodlings craft. Pure magic.' Dodo ran after the marble.
Nibbles Barat hopped to the side. 'A magic what, you Doodlin' say?'
'A magic marble,' repeated Dodo. 'I got it from Mr Roundly.' He picked up the marble from the floor and cleared his throat. 'It's a curious thing, this little marble. You rub it in your hands, and you say, 'If you're inside, you'll be freed – marble give me what I need. I do swear on Doodlings' hat; what I need is a big, black cat.'
Nibbles' eyes widened. 'You mean… she comes… a cat… here, now?'
Dodo nodded while rubbing the marble between his palms. A whirling mist of rainbow colours rose from his hands. Nibbles inched towards the door, staring at the fog. When a patch of black fur took shape, Nibbles Barat ran, screaming through his nasal voice. 'Ay-yay-yay…Help. Silly- me milly! A cat…in my hut…ay-yay-yay…' The rat slammed the door behind him and a cloud of dust rose from the impact.
Lottie relaxed for the first time since they had been inside the mushroom house. She whispered, 'Nibbles Barat has lost his marbles.'
[bookmark: _Hlk174173807]'You bet,' said Dodo. He sighed with relief. 'Good job I didn't lose mine.'
 














Solix
Chapter 7

Solix lay on the wet ground, the roar of the river creeping into her consciousness. She jolted, opened her eyes and shuddered; the images of the river swallowing her still fresh in her memory. As she regained her senses, her many scrapes and wounds burned and throbbed. 
           The soil underneath her, moist and cold, reeked of past times, of days she couldn't remember clearly. A clouded memory of the first fox hunt came to her; her mother running, helping her climb over logs and hide inside bushes. She still remembered the wet earth under her paws, could hear the threatening noises and her mother's fearful growl. Until the day that her mother left and never came back, she had used every moment to teach Solix how to be safe and survive. And these gruelling lessons, which she had loathed, were now all she had to keep her own daughter alive.
Solix blinked, forcing the memory to recede. Underneath her, she sensed squirming in the soil. She dug her claws into the ground. Even though the bundle of worms she found wriggling under the surface would never be enough to fill her up, it would restore some of her strength. Hunting was difficult even when she was well-nourished and strong. And she had to succeed now more than ever. Feeding herself meant she could feed her daughter. And this thought gave her the power to move on.
With effort, limping, Solix crawled to the top of the hill. She sniffed the air once more and picked up a familiar smell of another fox, though it was getting weaker as she moved on. She shouldn’t follow the trail. It was forbidden. But she consoled herself that the scent was old and weak. It must be because the owner of this land hadn't come this way recently to renew the scent. Maybe it was an old fox. Maybe, they were only passing buy. But all the chatter in her troubled mind couldn't ignore the most alarming possibility: it could be a young vixen and like herself – a nursing mother. If this was the case, then she was trespassing and breaking the most important, ancient rule.  
Further up the hill, the sweet, inviting scent she had followed so far became stronger, coming from the far end of the grassland. Without thinking, she stayed on the trail. As if bewitched, Solix trotted along towards it. She had never encountered anything like it, nor had she heard other foxes mention this flesh-and-flower creature. How big was it, she wondered? But the strong aroma filled the air across a great distance. From all she knew about hunting, this suggested a nice, filling meal.
The tall grass brushed over her fur, which was matted with hundreds of sticky goose-grass balls. The ones sticking close to her belly scratched against her skin with every step she took. Solix stopped, curled her body around, and used her teeth to pull the spiky catchweed off. But the tiny thorns scraped against her gums; the shooting pain spreading through her face. She whimpered and moved on.
The night was getting old, the time passing fast. In this endeavour, every minute away from Laylix meant her newborn grew weaker and colder. Ignoring the itching and discomfort, Solix picked up her speed. Trotting at this pace, she'd get there before the sunrise. She also hoped the creature she was tracking stayed beyond the other vixen's hunting grounds. 
She headed up the steep slope, one slow step after another, following her instincts which told her that she'd find food this way. Perhaps not the meal she'd want (a rabbit or an old squirrel), but anything edible, anything bigger than a beetle. Solix blinked with sadness. Weeks ago, she'd used up the last of her hideaway food. Now, when she needed the strength to feed her pup, the food was scarce. Becoming a mother depleted the little energy she had left after the long, cold winter. Already, she had survived on what she could scavenge: mainly insects and earthworms. If only once, this one time, she could find a more substantial source of sustenance. And as she thought that, the strange, new smell lingered in the air; promising a hearty, juicy meal. It called to her and she followed.
As Solix strained upwards, a few old squealing mice crossed her path. All possible prey in good times. Now, her limbs weak and her powers dwindling, Solix merely glanced at them before moving on. Yet another steep hill emerged on the path ahead; a barren grassland with a few dwarfed bushes. Panting and straining, she reached the clearing, but her legs gave in. She couldn't take a step farther until she had rested and eaten at last. 
Lying flat, blood thundering in her ears, Solix’s mind wandered to the burrow where her daughter lay alone and unprotected. Though her weak body shook from exhaustion, her thoughts were clear and fast; she could imagine her tiny pup starving and shivering from cold, calling for her whit it's tiny voice full of desperation. Solix curled into a ball as if the pup was with her, as if the bare thought could warm and protect her. It was an empty hug that did nothing to sooth her. She whimpered.
The dry soil where she rested smelled of many creatures' scents. Amongst the many, Solix picked up another, stronger smell. Her head shot up; eyes wide. It was clear – a young vixen had recently walked this path. Solix stilled, alarmed. She'd have to leave this territory at once. But even though the ancient rule commanded her to move on, her shattered body struggled to obey. With effort, Solix raised her head and whined, praying to her ancestors for forgiveness. She dropped her head low as her tail skidded over the bumpy ground with guilt. Maybe, if the other vixen saw her, she'd understand that Solix trespassing wasn't a threat to her and her young. Maybe she would understand that Solix was a starving mother and not a soulless intruder.



 





The Magic Marble
Chapter 8
While the rainbow mist rose from the marble and swirled in long licks across the room, Dodo observed it as an everyday thing. The mist glowed and lit up the room which revealed the rest of the clutter littering the floor. Lottie wrinkled her nose, but Dodo was oblivious.
 'If only I were close to Mr Roundly's shop in the village,' he said, 'I'd know which marble to choose next.' 
Lottie observed the swirling mist where random patches of dark fur came to existence. 'Sure you would.' She thought about the young Doodlings lurking around the store day and night, their tiny noses flat against the shop's display window. They'd be looking at the light bouncing off the many colourful marbles of different sizes for hours. Even Dodo – almost twelve years old – sat on the bench opposite the shop every evening, pretending he was deep in thought over his book or homework. But in truth, Dodo daydreamed like the little ones did. He spent hours considering which new marble to get next. He jittered with curiosity and pondered about what mystery lay inside them. And if he wasn't daydreaming about new marbles, Dodo spent most of his time inventing and writing down new spell rhymes. He'd always have a spell rhyme ready if he wanted to use one of his precious possessions. Dodo, who had trouble reading and writing, and finding the right words when he spoke, was the best at inventing rhymes in the whole school. Mrs Liane, their language teacher, had once said – making rhymes was Dodo's special superpower. 
'I never understood,' Lottie started, watching the twirling mist getting denser, 'how does one choose a marble? It took me days, sometimes weeks, to find out how to make them work and craft a spell. And whatever the marble did was always a surprise to me. I only received a few as gifts, which someone else chose for me. '
Dodo nodded. 'It's tricky, but there is a way of finding out or guessing with some precision.'
'There is?' Lottie asked, wondering why she had never spoken to Dodo about it before.
'Sure,' Dodo said. He glanced at the whirling mist at his side and picked another marble from his pouch. He held it in his palm so Lottie could observe. 'Have a good look. See the feathery spring inside this one?' Lottie nodded. 'See how it's a white feather curled into a spring from this side? And if you turn it the other side…' he rolled the marble around, 'what do you see now?'
Lottie looked closer. 'It looks like…like…I don't know. Maybe a cloud? A fluffy white cloud, perhaps.'
'So, what do you get when you think about a feather, a cloud and a spring?' Dodo asked.
Lottie wrinkled her eyebrows. 'Means nothing to me at all.'
'Think harder, Lottie.'
Lottie puffed up her cheeks. 'I don't need you to tell me to think harder. And besides, what's happening with the marble you used. A patch of fur here and there and a lot of mist. Nothing's happening. How's this going to help?'
'Patience,' Dodo said. 'Big things need a bit of time to materialise. But there is a way of finding out what's inside the marble,' he said, shaking the marble in his hand. 'It needs a different kind of thinking. Mr Roundly calls it 'association'. He also said it is the most difficult way of thinking. I'm not good with words, but when it comes to associations – it comes so naturally to me like breathing or eating or–'
'So, what is it?' Lottie said, blushing. 'I wish I had thought about this before. I could have brought one of my marbles to my father's laboratory and conducted some experiments.'
Dodo blinked. 'That wouldn't help with the marble secrets. It's a different kind of world.' He cleared his throat and put the marble back in his pouch. 'What do you see when you picture the roof of Mr Roundly's shop? What squeaks and wobbles on a spring as the wind grows stronger? What sound does it make when a dark rainy cloud approaches?'
Lottie's face brightened as she made the connection. 'A wind and weather mill. So, this marble is something to do with the weather, right?'
'Right,' Dodo said, smiling. 'See, marbles do make sense. And now you have a good guess about what it is associated with, you can guess better how to make it work.'
Lottie wrinkled her eyebrows again. 'Something to do with air, water…or perhaps both?'
Dodo nodded. 'Learning fast, Lottie.'  
Even though Dodo had never said this to her before, Lottie knew Dodo's dreams. He dreamt about becoming a Marble Master, like Mr Roundly was, and making his mum Rosalia and grandmother Garland proud. Perhaps, Dodo also dreamt about becoming so accomplished that one day he could go on and search for his father, who had left the village when Dodo was a toddler. Lottie could tell that it was his biggest wish to find out what had happened to his father, to ask all the questions he had about his departure. But right now, Dodo seemed to want nothing more than to continue this conversation about marble craft. Lottie watched as Dodo’s attention was slowly drawn towards the corner of the room. 
The last licks of mist were clearing, leaving behind a mountain of dark fur.
Lottie looked up and gasped. A large black cat stretched and purred in front of them. It towered above them, a giant of a feline compared to the small home-reared Doodling cats, which could curl up on your lap or hide under your bed. Lottie took a step back, but Dodo clasped his hands with excitement.
'This worked,' he said. 'No matter how 'ungry Mr Barat was, he isn't coming back.'
'He seemed scared,' Lottie said, taking another step back. 'Was this necessary?'
Dodo looked at her, confused. 'Would you rather find out how 'ungry he was?'
'Rather not,' said Lottie. 'Still, he seemed so frightened.'
Lottie stiffened and looked up at the cat's enormous head. The cat made an elegant move with her front paw. She blinked, stared at Lottie with yellow eyes and sat in front of her with a thud.  
Dodo stroked and patted the cat's sizeable front leg with one hand as he leaned against it. 'Glad I had the marble with me,' he said. 'But I only guessed it might work. I never understood why cats and rats disliked each other?'
Lottie thought for a moment. 'Maybe they eat the same food. Maybe they don't like each other's smell.'
'Maybe,' said Dodo.
The cat kept looking at the Doodlings. Lottie avoided the cat’s gaze. 'What now?' she said, trying hard to hide her uneasiness.
Lottie sprung, legs turning into jelly when the cat spoke. 'I hear you're lost. Is it true?' said the cat.
'Yes, it is,' Dodo replied. 'Can you help us find our home again?'
'Well, considering the magic marble got me here in the blink of an eye, I don't know where your home is. And Lottissima,' the cat focused her intelligent gaze on Lottie, 'there is no need to be frightened of me. I will do you no harm.'
Lottie blinked in fast succession. 'Good, t-to know,' she stuttered. 'But you can speak. Cats normally don't'.
'Oh, they do,' the feline said. 'But you Doodlings fail to hear it. Now a little bit of magic has been sprinkled around, things are different.'
'What should we call you?' Lottie asked, feeling ridiculous and excited at the same time.
The cat licked her paw like cats normally do. 'Call me Raven,' she said. ‘And yes, I could perhaps help you find your home again. But we better leave Mr Barat's mushroom house. I don't eat rats…Ew,' she frowned. 'But Nibbles Barat doesn't know this. Let's not be rude.'
Dodo scratched the back of his neck. 'Does this mean some cats eat some rats?'
'Yes. Some do,' Raven said. 'But I would never eat one. I prefer eating fish.'
'Why fish?' Lottie asked.
 'For obvious reasons. When did you think Mr Nibbles Barat last had a bath? So distasteful. Fish, in contrast, bathe all their life, and they're sparkly clean. What do you Doodlings eat?'
'It's distasteful eating another living being,' said Lottie. 'We Doodlings prefer juicy berries, honey and crunchy grains.'
Dodo shook his head, and his hat jiggled. 'A cat devouring a rat would be utterly inappropriate even if the rat possibly wanted to eat us.' He shrugged and continued. 'But spiders eat flies, and birds feed on worms. Who am I to judge? I am the one who once laughed so hard a whole fly flew right into my mouth, and I swallowed it.' Dodo chuckled at the memory while Lottie looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. 'What? It was an accident,' he said.
Raven stretched and purred again. 'Now come. We have a long road ahead.'
As they walked out of the mushroom house and into the darkness, the howling wind seemed to be speaking to the murky shadows. The fireflies had fallen silent, and the only light shining upon them came from the big, round Moon.
Raven shook her head with disapproval as the wind ruffled her fur. She looked over her shoulder at Lottie and Dodo. 'Sit on my back,' she said. 'I have no intention of wandering through the darkness for too long and making acquaintances with the nightly beasts.'


 









Solix
Chapter 9
Reaching the outskirts of the high plain, Solix found a resting place under a large hazelnut bush. Ahead, tall grass stretched until the eye could see, and a few lifeless bushes stood out like lonely stones amongst the waves of an endless ocean of grass. Wind skimmed over the swaying meadow carrying the scent of the vixen Solix had hoped to avoid. She should not be resting inside the other vixen's territory. But the thought of taking another step felt like torture. Solix collapsed onto the cold ground, heaving from fatigue. 
Thoughts came and went as Solix lay still, gathering her strength. Half-asleep, she dreamt about the biggest food stash she had ever seen. But the pleasant dream was soon replaced with pictures of blood and gore, and unfathomable sounds of death and destruction. Solix jolted out of her slumber and shivered. She lay there for what felt like the briefest moment, although the pale blush appearing on the horizon suggested otherwise. 
The next time Solix opened her eyes, a dark pair of paws stomped across the ground close to her. Solix raised her head and looked up. Her gaze met with the other vixen's stare. The moonlight reflected from the stranger's irises, which shoot bolts of warning and disgust towards her. 'You're trespassing, ' her growl said. 
'I mean no harm', Solix whimpered. Without another look at the vixen, Solix rose. She trotted away; head hung low. She headed back down the hill; half crouching, her tail dragging over the ground. Never before had she felt so worthless. Never before had she been forced to submit to another fox in such a way. But this was a small price to pay if she was to catch some prey and keep her daughter alive. A surge of energy ran through her as soon as she crossed over into neutral territory. Though she felt the other vixen’s glare on her back like a scorching fire, Solix straightened up. On and on, she must continue. One step after another towards the rising Sun. Once again, she picked-up the scent of the creature she was about to hunt. And she would catch it, no matter what.






























Falling
Chapter 10
Lottie and Dodo sat on the cat, holding onto her fur. Raven looked to her left, looked to her right, and then crouched lower to the ground before shooting forward with great speed. 'Hold tight and hold your hats,' she said, jumping over a bush and disappeared into the night.
[bookmark: _Hlk174446931]'Frog's tail, you're fast,' Dodo said. 'Hold tight, Lottie.'
The night hid the grassland underneath its gloomy cloak. A dark cloud lay low over the plain where fast-moving dark shadows and blinking spots of light traced their every move.
Lottie strained to make sense of the shapes around her. 'I wish I had never seen that butterfly,' she said.
'Close your eyes,' Dodo whispered. 'Imagine it's daylight. Or think, ‘we're home again.' He wiggled slightly. 'As a matter of fact, I have a lighting marble. Shall I–'
'You shall not,' Raven interrupted. 'We do not want to show the nightly beasts where we are, do we?'
'I guess not,' Dodo mumbled, his excitement diminished.
'I don't want to think about home,' Lottie said, burying her face deeper into Raven's silky fur. 'I want to be home.'
'And so you shall be,' said Raven as she soared into the night, dodging the moving shadows on her way.
The darkness around Lottie invited strange memories back into her mind. She had never thought about it before, but now she remembered the occasions the grown-ups had talked about the dangers outside their world. They had talked about the Giants that no one had seen in a long while because of the protective field cloaking their village. She remembered that her great-grandfather had worked on it. Of course, Dodo would call it a magic spell, but Lottie knew better. Now she remembered always feeling uneasy about the unknown beyond the boundary, but every single time she had also felt reassured; they were safe because of it. Lottie shifted and held tighter, grabbing handfuls of smooth fur. The air, heavy with the acrid scent of foxes, whooshed passed Lottie's face. She recited in her head every poem she could remember, counted every jump Raven made and repeated endless pages of science equations. But it didn't help. The night whispered loudly, and flashes of glowing eyes ogled her from within the darkness.
Lottie sang under her breath to calm herself down. Everyone back home had always praised her voice and told her how lovely her singing was. She may be ready to sing at the Village Hall on Flower Day. Even now, Lottie felt the excitement, imagining her proud parents, pleased she had earned this honour. She sang and sang and kept dreaming about how it all would happen, how after she sang the First Song, everyone would congratulate her. Lottie imagined she would be honoured as a worthy Doodling for a reason she could not think off yet, and her picture would hang on the Wall of Fame, right next to the other deserving Doodlings: the famous inventors, the old Mayor who once saved the villagers from a raging fire, and the fantastic historians and writers. But right now, this seemed so far away and unreal. Flower Day was happening soon, somewhere out there in her village. With closed eyes, Lottie endured the cold wind brushing against her skin as she sang quietly:
Be my dear, dearest, my only friend.
We go together; there is no end.
'How much longer?' Dodo asked, rubbing his sore bottom from a long ride.
'I don't know,' said Raven, leaping again.
'Where are we?' asked Lottie after a while.
'We're still running through the field,' Raven said.  'Nothing but grass as far as I can see.'
The night stretched. Raven kept jumping, landing, and bouncing; the wind coming in gushes. Lottie's head bobbed forward; eyes closed. Only the shivers and the cold wind kept her awake. Lottie thought about her warm and cosy bed, her floral bedding, and her bookshelf. She recalled all the books she owned, and then thought about all the new books she wanted. When she’d ran out of new book ideas, she yearned for the cotton blanket sprawled over her dotted armchair and the woolly jumper folded inside her wardrobe. Behind her, Dodo mumbled and grumbled. He huffed and muttered about how he wished he had taken all his marbles with him. Every time he said it, a new swell of fear churned in Lottie's belly. Would they ever find their way home again?
Lottie grew sadder, her chest tightening as if squeezed by a snare. She felt the panic her parents must had felt as they roamed through the fields around the village; looking at every inch of their world, searching for her, calling her name until the wind got tired of hearing it. She could see it so clearly in her head, the grief on their faces and the many other Doodlings who would try to help and comfort them. Lottie felt the pain – their pain and her own. Though her heart was scrunched like a thrown away paper-ball, it also had hope written all over it. She didn't really believe they'd be lost forever. Surely, they'd find their way home. But at night, when the world wasn't its own, when the unfamiliar noises crept under her skin like thorns, when nothing she saw or thought made much sense - it was much harder to remember all the things one didn't believe in. Lottie grabbed the cat's fur tighter and complained with a tremble in her voice. 'Raven, this is taking too long. Please hurry up.'
'Yes, Raven,' Dodo continued, 'I know you want to help, but we're more lost now than we were before.'
'You Doodlings need to be patient. If you give up, you'll never find your home again.'
Dodo grunted. 'If only I had the transferamarble. We'd be home in no time.'
'Never heard of such a thing,' Lottie said.
'Well, how could you? You don't believe in them, and you spend all your life with your nose in the books and scrolls. And right now, you can see how useful these books are.'
Lottie pulled her hat over her ears in protest. She'd argue back some other time when they weren’t riding a giant cat in the darkest of nights.
The wind rushed past them and swayed the grass like a dark ocean. Raven kept running with Dodo and Lottie on her back. Something rustled close by. Lottie endured a new wave of uneasiness and shuddered. Forcing the gloomy thoughts away, she thought about how she and Dodo spent their school breaks giggling too much on the playground's edge. They ate cookies when everyone else ate berry bars. They had pretended that they had a brand-new marble wrapped in the shimmering foil more than once, so the other kids would wonder and be giddy with envy. Lottie had hoped that someone might be curious enough to talk to them at last, perhaps even invite them to their next sleepover party. But it never happened. And Lottie and Dodo still giggled and ate cookies just because everybody else didn’t. They had all these moments for themselves, a book full of silly stories they imagined, which led nowhere. They asked each other questions for which nobody ever had an answer: Where does the wind go to sleep? Who buys the pants for the bees? What is the darkest dark inside the Sun? Lottie almost laughed, remembering. In so many ways, they were like two unmatching slippers. In other ways, they were true soulmates. But what mattered the most was that they took care of each other and never ever felt alone in the world.
Despite the cat leaping beneath her, Lottie's eyes closed now and again as she nodded off for a few moments into a broken sleep. Dodo did the same, his body leaning dangerously to one side before he snapped out of a shallow dream. Scared she'd fall off the cat's back, Lottie hummed every song she had known by heart. On the grassland's far edge, a pinprick of orange glow bounced off a waterfall. It was too far away to hear its thunder, but it was close enough to see the first morning light bathe in its droplets.
Carried high above the dense grass, Lottie saw glimpses of the world. An endless meadow that went on and on. A single oak tree stood in the distance like a lonely guardian, shadowed by the misty slopes of a mountain. Raven leapt once more when the first full sunrays fell onto the horizon, colouring the distant hills with a splash of fire. Lottie held tight, expecting the thud as they landed on the slippery grass. But the seconds ticked away, and they didn't land on anything. Instead, their auburn curls swayed upwards. The light dimmed again.
'Ah…' they screamed together as the round walls of a deep hole rushed past them.
'No,' they screamed again as they kept falling.
                 Falling…
                                  Falling…
                                                    Falling…













Solix
Chapter 11
The sleepy Sun rose behind the mountain, and the glowing sunrays fell over the grassy plain. The birds twittered as they flew from one bush to another, ready to spread their wings and soar into the sky. 
Solix pointed her ears, sniffled and savoured the many smells lingering in the air. Tasty-looking birds sat on low bushes, and there were big rabbit holes and smaller holes of other delicious creatures. The animals – both above and below ground – would make for a juicy feast. Her mouth watered as she recalled the taste of a freshly caught game. With one quick move of her head, Solix prepared to seize all the opportunities to hunt. But that flowery scent mixed with warm flesh taunted her more than ever. She was getting closer. So close, in fact, she could hear the tiny hearts thundering inside the two creatures’ chests and a third louder heartbeat of another, larger animal. For now, Solix couldn't make sense of it. But this didn't matter. Once she laid her eyes on these creatures, she'd know how to hunt them. She took a lungful of air, a hunting fire igniting in her chest. On she went towards the rising Sun, where a new day brought new hope to silence her endless hunger pangs.
And yet, weak and exhausted, she could only hope some old or sickly animal would cross her path by chance or the flesh-and-flower creatures were an easy catch. She wasn’t a huntress. Not today. The hunger had reduced her to a bare bag of bones and a mind full of doubts and gruesome memories.
Solix dragged herself away from a bush weak and weaker by the minute. Will she ever reach the pray? Perhaps she should settle and find food amongst the nearby bushes. She might be better off waiting for a sick mouse or a bird to cross her path. But they may never come. More worms? A beetle? Too week to keep digging the ground.  Her one leg gave in, and she almost collapsed. Giving up? Panting and resting she turned to look back. The way she had come stretched over hills and grassland. It was a long way back to her pup. Much longer than reaching the pray. She had to try. Only if she eats would she have the strength to go back. 
Solix gathered her strength and moved on, but the wind carried a mixture of scents: nuts and apples and carrots. Her snout followed the smell, her entire being focused on finding where this delicious, mouth-watering aroma came from. A flicker of hope rushed through her. Solix fondly remembered when her mother taught her how to find food, telling her that nuts, apples and carrots may not be the tastiest food, but they'd strengthen her faster than any meat she'd ever eat. And strength was what she needed right now, and fast.
Solix followed the scent and moved into her hunting stance. When she passed a bush – which promised an abundance of berries later in the year – she spotted the young, pale-furred vixen with dark limbs uncovering a hole in the ground. The wind blew in Solix's favour, so the vixen couldn't smell her, but Solix's senses exploded from the mesmerising aroma coming from the young vixen's food stash. 
The vixen dug her snout into the ground and the sound of crunching reached Solix's ears. It tantalised her, tortured her, brought tears of desperation to her eyes. Hidden behind the bush, Solix jittered while even stronger hunger pangs twisted her insides. If only she could have a bite, she'd be so grateful. But this was unthinkable; unheard of. When it comes to survival, except for the nine days after giving birth when male foxes brought food to nursing mothers, each fox was on its own.  Solix shook with sadness. Daylan was dead. She had no food for days.
After eating several juicy fruit and mouthfuls of nuts, the young vixen covered up her stash with soil and leaves and left, disappearing behind a hollow, rotting log. 
Solix wanted nothing more but to run towards the other fox's hide and eat all the delicious food she desperately needed. But this, amongst her kind, would be the wickedest possible crime, an unthinkable breaking of rules. It was punishable with the worst kind of curse unleashed upon the thief who'd dare to steal food from another fox. Only old tales spoke about it as no living fox dared to risk it. Because once unleashed, the curse stayed upon the rule breaker for the rest of their life; torturing their soul, destroying their lives, making the rule breaker lose their mind. Solix shivered. And even without the curse, the mere thought she'd be stealing from a fellow mother in need, made her feel unworthy and ashamed. Solix whimpered with helplessness. She had to look away. Defeated, she fell to the ground. 
When the image of her helpless pup came to her, Solix whimpered with desolation. The world receded. Her sight narrowed down. All she could see were the leaves jittering from the wind above the food stash. All she could sense was the smell of food reaching her nostrils. As she slowly rose, a warning roared inside her head. It was unthinkable. She growled; shook her head as if wanting to shake off the terror pangs spreading through her soul. The fur on her neck rose. She took a step forward.  It was unthinkable, her mother's voice barked at her from a memory. It was unthinkable, the voices of all her ancestors shouted at her. But so was giving up, succumbing to starvation. Solix growled a thunder. Her sharp teeth glistened in the sparkling morning light. What worth were the old rules when her daughter stood to lose her life? Leaping forward, Solix reached the other vixen’s hiding place in a few long strides. Her paws dug the ground, as if in a trance. Soon, she glimpsed the pile of food stashed underneath the loose lumps of dirt. Her mouth watered as she dug her teeth into an apple, crunching it in a flash; she gobbled down a big carrot tinged with mould, but she didn't mind. Time stood still as Solix crunched the many nuts and seeds and gulped the fruits and vegetables. With big hungry bites, she consumed every last bit of it. Paws and snout muddy, she didn't bother covering the empty hole up. Instead, she growled at it feeling sick to her stomach. She retreated a few steps backwards as if the empty stash of food were an invisible enemy, ready to fight her.
Later that morning, curled up inside the shadow of a thorny bush, Solix stared into the shimmering distance. The curse of the supreme rule lay like a cloud over her. The peril no one would wish on anyone. And now she had done it; there was no going back or making it better. The ache in her body had eased but the guilt wrenched her insides. It felt as if her soul was dying. 
Still resting, Solix fell in and out of unsettling dreams. She must try her luck and catch something big soon. With a full belly, she could rush back to her whelp. As the bright morning light split the eastern horizon, Solix spotted a shadow moving across the field. The fox lifted her head, pointed her ears, and sniffled. It smelled like food… a lot of food.
In the distance, a single, ancient oak tree stood before the backdrop of the mountains. A creature ran at great speed under the tree's branches. The animal carried two beings on its back – strange, colourful, wobbly things with beating hearts. Solix raised her head and sniffled again, the peculiar smell she had followed now strong and clear. The huntress in her awakened. Lying low, she waited. Unmoving, she watched them coming closer, their shadows melting with the early dawn. The claws in her paws protruded. Solix stood ready for a chase. Just a few more heartbeats. This was her moment. She could almost taste the warm food in her mouth already.
Solix gathered her strength to jump at them. From the memory of her previous hunts, she could see how her strong jaw opens, mid-air, and her sharp teeth dig into the pray as the first taste of juicy warm blood flooded her senses. The animal jumped. She waited for the right moment to jump too. But it was a low jump, and Solix's eyes widened when the unusual trio went down passed the grass line. Perhaps there was a dent in the ground. Maybe they stumbled. But the screeches the two smaller being let out sounded alarming. They could be injured. That'd make them an easy prey. With growing hope Solix left her hiding and charged forward. 
The Whispering Walls
Chapter 12
It was a dark, deep hole.
Tumbling through the air, their limbs swaying, Lottie and Dodo kept screaming even after landing on a big pile of clover. The clover leaves were packed into a large cushion with sticky spider-web threads, which caught their arms, hair, and clothes. They bounced up and down several times, the gunky cobwebs stretching and pulling them back until the bouncing stopped. Lottie pulled herself away from it with effort and watched Dodo grunt as he freed himself from the sticky goo. A tiny light spot glistened with a whirl of dust stars above them. Around them, muddy walls dripped moisture from dangly roots, which pierced through the wet soil and stretched towards them like hairy, unmoving worms. It smelled of mould and moss and reminded Lottie of the old cellar underneath the Village Hall.
A slither of yellow light glowed far ahead of them. They held their breaths and strained to see through the dimness.
'What is this place?' Lottie whispered, wincing as her voice echoed and came back to her. 
'We fell into a hole. A scary, deep, dark hole,' Dodo murmured, shuddering as his words echoed and came back to him like a haunting whisper:
scary… scary…
        deep… deep…
                dark… dark…
                          hole… hole.
Lottie stood paralysed against the moist wall and the dangling roots. Dodo scrambled towards her and reached for his marble pouch. Dead silence surrounded them. Only the slow dripping of water from the nearby walls ricocheted on occasion. It reminded them of how thirsty they were.
While they stood still, squinting in semi-darkness, a thumping noise broke the silence. They stared towards it; the light too dim to see.
Thump… thump… thump, thump, thump.
Lottie shook, her hands cold from fear. 'If Nibbles didn't eat us, something lurking around here surely will,' she whispered into Dodo's ear, so no echo could come back.
'Don't say that,' Dodo whispered back in the same manner. 'We still have Raven. Who knows, maybe she'd also eat–'
'No, I won't,' Raven interrupted with a loud voice.
The Doodlings flinched at her words, which echoed all around them:
I won't…
        I won't…
               I won't.
The cat shook her fur, looked at them, and curled up into a tight ball on the clover cushion, purring. The whispering walls amplified the noise, sending shivers down Lottie and Dodo's backs.
The thump… thump sound rose again. 
A creaking, screeching sound joined in as the spot of light in the distance grew larger. Lottie's knees trembled. She watched a creature hopping through the haze of light towards them. It was enormous – at least ten times their size. Its plump body – covered in white fur – sprung towards them in even leaps. A long pair of ears sat atop its head like strange antlers. Dodo clung to Lottie with his slippery hand pulling her back towards the muddy wall. The protruding roots tangled amongst their loose auburn hair, and the dripping water soaked their shoulders and necks as they pressed their shivering bodies tighter against the wall. Lottie looked up and around. But there was nowhere to go. There was nowhere to run. There was nowhere to hide.
'Any useful marbles?' Lottie asked in desperation, her voice tiny and squeaky.
Dodo's brows swooped together, and his hand went to his marble pouch. He shook his head and sighed.
The light behind the creature's back cast a long, gruesome silhouette ahead, the long shadow-ears reaching the Doodling's feet. Unmoving, Dodo and Lottie closed their eyes tight and held each other's hands.
Lottie whispered with a whiny voice, 'What is this place?' and the walls spoke to her again.
What is this place…
          What is this place…
                  What is this place?
While the whispering walls chattered away hauntingly, another softer voice spoke. 'Well, well, this place is my home.'
Lottie opened one eye. And indeed, on the plaque on the wall right next to her stood written 'Mrs Patty Parsnip's Cottage'.
Lottie peeked from underneath her hat and saw nothing but a mountain of white, fluffy fur and a checkered cloth around the creature’s round belly. She whimpered. 'Lucky you. We lost ours.'
'You lost what?' asked Patty.
'We lost our home and can't find it again.'
Lottie dared to look at the stranger. From close up, though Patty was enormous, she had no features to frighten Lottie; her teeth were big and square, not sharp and pointy, her paws were soft and fluffy with no sharp claws.  Lottie blinked while Patty looked at them with her red, friendly gaze and smiled. Although Patty stood upright on her legs like Doodlings did, she had white, fluffy fur covering her skin and ears far too long to be a Doodling. And yet, Patty smelled of fresh grass and comfort; and her presence strangely reminded Lottie of home.  In the brief silence, her gentle paw touched Lottie's cold hand. 'Dear… Dear… No need to be scared,' Patty said, her long pointy ears dancing on her head. 'I know the entrance to my home is frightening, but this is on purpose. It keeps me safe. It really does.'
Raven purred. As Lottie thought to introduce her to Mrs Patty Parsnip (which is what a well-behaved Doodling would do in such a situation), sparkles appeared through an ever-thickening fog. The fog whirled around them for some moments in small, stretched licks before it disappeared again, taking Raven with it.
'Oh, my,' Lottie sighed. 'The cat is gone.'
'Fine friend, she was,' said Dodo. 'She's got us down a rabbit hole and disappeared. Now we are lost like a potato that's not in a bag, not in a pot, not on the stove.'
Lottie looked at him and shook her head. 'Dodo, you've lost your wits. What caramba-diddly doom are you saying now?'
While Dodo stood on the spot, scratched his round nose and seemed lost in his thoughts, Patty Parsnip hopped closer to them. She straightened her checkered apron and cleared her throat. 'Well, well, children, you're just in time. You must be famished.'
Lottie and Dodo exchanged looks. Patty waved to them to follow her. Dodo shrugged and staggered, then headed in small steps towards the far light. Holding her breath, Lottie tailed after them.
They walked along a straight, long corridor which sloped downwards, passing doors of different sizes, all labelled as 'fruit pantry,' 'grains and seeds', 'pumpkin stash', 'knitting and sawing', and it went on and on. Atop a small landing, light seeped through a tiny hole in the ceiling. It fell on a patchworked armchair, which sat on a patchworked rug, in front of a bookshelf where the books were ordered in a patchworked pattern. It reminded Lottie of the small library in her own home. It hurt to remember the evenings when she sat in her comfortable armchair and read in silence while her father mumbled over his papers and equations, oblivious to the world around him. Lottie's vision blurred. She'd rather be banished all over again from her dad's laboratory for six months if only she could be with him now. She'd even promise never to use his microscope again, never to look again at bug's wings and grain buds – though this would be truly hard – if only she could watch her father conduct his own experiments one more time. Through tears, Lottie looked over the book titles and slowed down, drawn towards the neat library. 'Forest Fruit Jams and Syrups', 'Nut Preserve and Honey Pies' were the biggest books on the shelves, followed by 'Knit a Hat in a Day' and 'Friendly Forest Council'.
'Lottie, keep going,' Dodo whispered and pulled at her.
'Maybe there is a map,' Lottie said.
'Sadly, there isn't,' said Patty and turned to look at them. 'The Council took them all away years ago.'
'But why?' Lottie asked.
'See,' Patty's nose wiggled in concentration, 'a map tells you where places are. Considering that most forest residents hide from other residents, having a map would be a dangerous and unfair tool. Imagine a fox or a wolf knowing all the rabbit holes? That wouldn't be so great, dear.'
Lottie nodded, her cheeks reddening. Usually, she'd be asking more questions right away. But this time, the fleeting pictures of sharp teeth and powerful claws overpowered all her questions. Sometimes, it wasn't helpful to know more.
'Can't think of maps right now,' Dodo said. 'My tummy is empty like the old bucket by the well.'
Lottie sighed. 'Your tummy is like the old bucket with the big hole in the bottom. Nothing stays in it for too long.'
'Exactly. I'm so hungry, I could eat a whole bush of blackberries, all at once and all on my own. And this entire…being lost…situation has not been good for us.'
Patty Parsnip glanced over her shoulder and wiggled her snout at them. 'I made alfalfa stew and some strawberry-cream porridge, fresh and steamy. You could choose either. What would you like, children?'
Dodo chortled. 'A stew for breakfast? That's stew-pid. I'll have some porridge, obviously.'
Lottie gave him a big, reprimanding stare. 'Thank you for the offer, Mrs Parsnip,' she said. 'I'd love some porridge too, thank you. And please, excuse my friend here. Sometimes he is simply silly.'
Dodo pulled at his pointy ear. 'I guess that was silly. Sorry.'
Patty smiled. 'No harm done. We rabbits love breakfast-stew. But if Doodlings don't, that's quite all right.'
They kept walking until the corridor ended with a few stone steps leading towards a round, wooden doorway. Beyond the half-open door, light seeped into the room from a small square window nested close to the ceiling and cladded in pink curtains far too big for it.
'Here, here,' Patty ushered them in.
'We're not completely underground,' Dodo said. 'How come?'
As Dodo and Lottie walked towards the dining table, Patty hopped towards the stove. 'Oh, we are,' Patty said. 'My father, you see, loved the daylight. He built many burrows back in the days and always ensured there was a way to let some daylight in.'
'And hopefully no one else…uninvited,' said Lottie.
'In these many years I've lived here, only a sparrow entered once. It was my fault, really. I let the window open. See,' patty pointed towards the ceiling, ‘it's far too small for anything else.'
Lottie sighed, somewhat reassured.
While Patty busied herself around the dining table serving the delightful strawberry porridge, Lottie marvelled at the pristine home. The blue stove crackled in the small, tidy kitchen. Above it rose a sweet cloud, filling the air with an aroma that reminded Lottie of her home. Opposite it stood a flowery sofa filled with cushions of all sizes and shapes. Next to it a white rocking chair (still slightly rocking) had a half-knitted scarf sprawled across it.  
'Eat… eat,' Patty Parsnip nudged them and kept pouring more of the sweet porridge into their bowls.
Lottie leaned back into the chair and ate. Though the sweet porridge melted in her mouth and tasted divine, an empty spot churned in the pit of her stomach. In the moment of silence, Lottie thought about everything she had lost: her mother and father, her school and her village, her home, and even the snobby girls who she wished would like her. Patty seemed nice, but the tiredness and the worry made everything look dull and large and like the strangest dream from which Lottie couldn't wake up.
If she were back home, she'd be attending her singing class and looking forward to Miss Bell smiling approvingly. At the same time, the other girls would be yawning and pretending they weren't listening. Lottie's thoughts wondered to the many occasions when she had tried to make friends with other girls. For some unfathomable reason, they spoke to her politely, and yet they never offered a sleepover or a meet-up like they did with each other. For years now, Dodo had been her only friend. Lottie often wondered if she was as strange to the other girls as Dodo appeared to be strange to her sometimes. 
While Dodo spooned another serving of the strawberry stew and chatted to Patty, Lottie fought back tears. Her mother thought the other girls were jealous. After all, no other child's grades came close to Lottie's. Maybe she'd believed her mother, if Duranta – who stuck to the most popular girls in the school like goosegrass stuck to the hair – didn't gossip about Lottie, calling her a know-it-all, spoilt and pretentious. It had hurt Lottie to hear that. But whether this was true, she couldn't tell for sure. How could she? She had never played with another girl. Never had a chance to experience what other girls are truly like. Lottie shook her head. Now wasn't the time to think about such things. She wiped her mouth with her napkin and shook off the gloomy thoughts. 'Dear Mrs Parsnip, ' she said, 'thank you for the most delicious meal. Now our bellies are pleasantly full, please could you help us find our home again?'
'Sure… sure,' said Patty. 'But first, let's have a cup of cold-hot chocolate. I will think about how to help you, children.'
'I knew it,' Dodo brightened up. 'I'd like cold chocolate milk, please. By noon we shall be back in our village.'
Lottie wished she'd feel as reassured as Dodo was. They knew nothing about Patty Parsnip. With far less enthusiasm, she asked politely, 'Please, may I have a cup of hot chocolate?'
'All is well, children,' Patty said, handing them pink polka-dot mugs. 'Cold-hot chocolate it is.'
'I never had cold-hot chocolate before,' said Lottie, taking a sip. And it was a miracle: the beverage felt cold on her lips but warm when swallowed.
'Well, well, it's hard to find. My friend, Nibbles Barat, gets it from George Swoony, who gets it from the market by the pond.'
'You know Nibbles Barat?' Lottie and Dodo asked at the same time.
'Yes, yes. He's an old friend. And he is coming for breakfast right now. In fact, he is already late.' Patty wriggled her nose. 'The world is small indeed if you also met him. Usually, he is hard to find.'
Dodo and Lottie stared at each other for a short while. Lottie cleared her throat. 'We met Mr Barat. It was quite a…scary encounter.'
'Scary?' Patty asked, blinking. 'Oh dearest, Nibbles is many things of which…you may have noticed…some, but scary he is certainly not.'
As Patty Parsnip sat back into her rocking chair and picked up her knitting, a thump-and-thud announced Nibbles Barat's arrival. Dodo jumped off his chair while Lottie listened unmoving as the thumping beyond the door became louder. A moment later, a mousy, grey snout peered into the room, sniffing frantically, moving like a fire-mesh.
Patty Parsnip chortled. 'If I didn't know better, I'd say you're scared, dear.'
'Who? Me?' Nibbles Barat asked as the rest of his head appeared.
'Dear, dear. These are only Doodlings. Completely harmless. No need to be scared.'
'I know these are 'armless, but they had a cat, and the cat was fat… presume-ba-baly from eatin' a rat.'
'The cat is gone, Mr Barat,' said Lottie. 'I'm sorry we let her into your home uninvited.'
Nibbles, however, still clung to the doorframe. 'Gone, ya say. Like not' ere? Not now?'
Lottie gave Dodo a long, punishing stare. 'The cat is gone for good. No need to worry.'
Nibbles stepped into the room, a worried look lingering on his mousy face. 'That'll tease my ears,' he said.
Lottie frowned. 'Did you mean to say, ease my tears?'
'Yes… that,' said Nibbles as he wobbled across the room and slumped onto the sofa. He patted the sweat from his face with an old sock, which he had pulled out of his pocket. 'Hellish day, I must say. First the hellish cat, then a fox sneakin' 'round. Almost got me and my persona. Imagine.' Nibbles shook his head. 'Imagine!'
Patty hopped towards him. 'A fox? Are you sure?'
'A very raggedy-hungredy fox. Believe 'ya me. Sits up there, waitin'.’
A sudden gust of wind blew in from the outside, rattling the dishes on the table, swaying the curtains and tangling Lottie's and Dodo's auburn curls.
'W-what… w-who…?' Dodo stuttered.
'Fox!' Lottie shrieked.
But Patty hopped from her chair and explained. 'Oh, dearest, it's only another friend. George Swoony has arrived.'













Solix
Chapter 13

Solix glared towards the East, panting. She had followed the rabbit's scent in wide circles around the rabbit hole, looking for the second, well-hidden entrance for a long time. But rabbits were a clever game. They always hid well, hopped fast and had several escape routes planned. If it wasn't for the other creatures who had entered the underground hideaway, Solix wouldn't bother trying to catch the rabbit. She had no time and no powers to spare. But she wasn't going to let anything spoil her hunt. It was of utmost importance she found the second exit so she could watch both and be ready whenever the creatures decided to leave. And yet, try as she may, the trail led nowhere.
Once more, the vixen lowered her snout towards the ground and trotted towards the thorn-riddled blackberry bushes. She was about to push her snout into it when small, fast feet scuffled behind her. The vixen turned and pointed her ears. In the distance, she spotted a rat wobbling low on the ground. Before she had time to react, the animal slid on the grass around the rabbit hole and disappeared.
The more, the merrier, she thought. One more juicy rat in this feast.
Solix circled the bush, sniffling. Thorns dug into her snout, but she kept on looking. Knowing where the second entrance was would give her an advantage.
The morning grew into a warm spring day as Solix scurried from bush to bush, one eye always watching the hole, but she found no trace of the second entrance. She turned back quite a distance from it when a big white bird screeched above her head, flapping its white wings. Solix's mouth watered as she remembered the taste of birds, but this one was far too big for a fox to catch. From a distance, Solix eyed the bird's powerful beak. She cringed when the swan uttered a loud screech and then descended. Likely, it would rest for a while and leave. But this wasn't the case. Instead, the big white bird approached the rabbit hole and did something that Solix had never seen a bird do before: it jumped into the hole, got stuck and then wiggled its way downward.
Solix couldn't believe her luck. In a flash, she abandoned the search for the second hole. Even though she missed catching all these creatures going into the hole, she surely wouldn’t miss any of them on their way out. The vixen settled closer to the spot, hiding behind a nearby bush. With her strength back, whoever came out of the hole would be an easy catch. Now, she and her pup stood a chance to survive.

















A—Quack—Predicament
Chapter 14
George Swoony flapped his large white wings. 'Quack – morning', he said, stretching upwards and squeezing through the door.
'Good morning to you too,' said Patty.
'Quack – so dusty in this hallway,' he complained, ruffling his white, pristine feathers for an extended moment.
Lottie sat still with her eyebrows raised and her mouth open, observing the giant bird filling the room with its plump figure. Her eyes followed down George's long neck, bandaged with a blue knitted scarf. The swan's glistening feathers lay neatly over his large body. His stocky, short legs ended in a pair of yellow Wellington boots; so polished and shiny that Patty's stove and flowery sofa reflected in them like a mirror.
While George was settling and ruffling his feathers, Patty Parsnip produced a duster and, with brisk moves, dusted off George's majestic plumes. 'There, there, sparkly clean again, dear.'
George shook and twisted his long neck. 'Not so – quack – clean as before I flew through your doorway.'
'Don't ya worry, George. Ya're 'lean alright,' said Nibbles.
George pulled his head back and stared at Nibbles, the feathers standing up with irritation on his chest. 'That's – quack – insulting, Nibbles. No need to comment on my waistline. We swans are not meant to be lean.'
'Oh dearest,' said Patty, 'he meant clean, not lean.'
George let out a loud noise of displeasure, which gave Lottie goosebumps (or, perhaps, in this case, the swanbumps). She puffed up her cheeks while Dodo shook his arms firmly. 
'Seen da fox?' asked Nibbles. 'The raggedy almost got me and my persona.'
Lottie huffed at the confusion of what the rat had said.
George, on the other hand, blinked once and answered. 'Yes, seen it. Further away. Sniffing the ground, looking very poorly.'
'Poorly or not, much pe-re-fered, wasn't sneakin' 'round.'
Patty's ears tangled with worry. 'Not good, not good. Sure, we're all safe in here, but no one leaves until she's gone.'
'And how will we know if the fox leaves?' asked Lottie.
While Patty blinked away any possible answers, Dodo hopped onto the ground. 'Of course, we look into the predicta-marble.' He placed a milky white marble the size of a hazelnut onto the table. 'A drop of honey, please?' he said, stretching his hand towards Patty while glancing at Lottie with excitement. I already have a spell-rhyme ready.'
'You do?' Lottie said.
'Yes. It goes like this: There is danger up and above. I need this marble to be a dove. Spread wings and fly, look and predict, are we safe from fox's grip?'
Lost for words, Patty hopped towards the kitchen shelf and grabbed a small jar with a wooden spoon sunk into the golden honey. She bounced back but held the jar close to her chest, hesitating.  
Nibbles got to his feet. 'Nay, nay, nay,' he said, holding his arms up in the air. 'Last time he did this, a monster came out. Not happenin'.'
'It was a cat, not a monster,' Dodo said.
'A monster, alright,' said Nibbles. 'Not a chance this should be allowed.'
 'Quack the dilemma,' said George. 'We're – quack – concerned; some rather nasty creature could come out of it. It would be – quack – unpleasant. I heard some stories, so I am terribly sorry, but would this time agree with Nibbles.'
Dodo smirked with disbelief. 'But it will show us what's happening up there. If the fox is gone.'
'Dear, dear child,' said Patty, holding the honey closer to her chest. 'I must agree with Nibbles here. Look at him. He is petrified. I've known him for so long, and he isn't the one with a faint heart. George is right, too. So, I must say, I cannot let you use this magic in my home.'
Dodo blinked. Lottie hung her head low and sighed. Not only were they lost somewhere far out in the wilderness, but now they had also found themselves inside a rabbit hole, surrounded by creatures they'd never met before. As if this wasn't enough, a hungry fox sat above them, blocking their way out, and none of these creatures understood the marble magic. Could this day get any worse, Lottie wondered? She clenched her fists. 'I don't want to be rude, but how do you propose we get out of here safely? A fox is up there, waiting for us.'
Nibbles shuffled on the sofa and scratched his head. 'That's a blushing crow,' he said.
'A crushing blow,' corrected Lottie, trembling with irritation.
 'Yes…that,’ Nibbles said, wiping his glasses with the grime-covered sock. 'No need to was so edgy, I'd say.'
'Be so edgy,' Lottie burst out again before she could stop herself.
'Yes, that,' Nibbles repeated and placed his glasses back on his snout. 'Fox or not, but you still haven't a clue where your home is.'
Lottie grunted with frustration and stared at the floor instead of saying another word. Right now, her words meant little to this clueless crowd.
On the other hand, George spoke in a sensible tone, addressing Patty and ignoring Nibbles. 'His grammar was always – quack – bad. Always mispronouncing words, swallowing sounds, and eating half of the sentence. Quack – unpleasant,' he said and wobbled on the spot.
George quacked a few more times while Nibbles crossed his dirty, fleshy fingers across his dusty grey chest and replied, 'My granma's poor, but you swans can't talk either.'
'I beg your pardon,' said George, bobbing his head on his long neck. 'It's grammar, not grandma. Besides, we swans –quack – know how to speak.'
Nibbles grunted. 'That, I'd say, is a lack of pies.'
Lottie cleared her throat. 'I'm sure you meant a pack of lies.'
 'Quack – rude,' George added.
'There ya are,' said Nibbles. 'Quack this, quack that. You don't' speak. You squawk.'
'All right, all right,' said Patty. 'It doesn't matter if we squawk, mumble, or say things backwards. What does it matter –'
'We get lost and can't find our way home again,' said Lottie, interrupting Patty and following into her words.
Everyone went silent and looked at her while she sat there, swinging her legs. Lottie's sadness went so deep, she had little energy to behave properly. Sure, she should not interrupt when others are talking. She should also agree with Patty, and she truly did. But the growing fear of never again seeing her parents and feeling safe broke something inside of her. What was nice behaviour worth in a place where she endured a smelly, uneducated rat, listened to the quacks of a swan, and sat in a pristine home of a stranger being constantly reminded it wasn't her own. Lottie bit her cheek and frowned as the conversation continued around her; she couldn’t care less about looking grumpy and sitting slumped.
George lowered himself onto the floor and watched the Doodlings with seriousness. 'Now that's a – quack – predicament.'
'Yes, yes… this is a problem,' said Patty. 'But we're all here and can help. Isn't that right, Nibbles? Isn't that right, George?'
Nibbles tangled his snout. 'As long as the cat stays out of my way….'
'Sure, she will,' said Dodo. 'She's gone, and I'm not calling her back.'
Nibbles grunted as if still annoyed and continued to nibble on a corncob he had pulled out of his pocket. 'To the Misty Mountain wit' er,' he mumbled. 'That's where she should be. Hm.'
George cleared his throat. 'Whatever Nibbles is saying, cat or no cat, I'm – quack –happy to help. But not – quack – so sure how.'
Patty sat back in her chair and looked at them. 'We must discuss,' she said and wiggled her shiny nose with satisfaction.

















Solix
Chapter 15

Solix lingered around the hole. The Sun, now high on the horizon, warmed her thick fur and made her thoughts fuzzy. She could bare another day of hunger if she must, but the concern she had about her young, by now half-starved whelp filled her with dread.
Out of all the bad things which had happened since she gave birth, leaving her pup was the hardest thing she had ever done. The two-legged Giants had destroyed her life, had known how to hunt foxes. But what they didn't know was, like her mother, Solix came from a royal lineage of foxes, and she was graced with strengths and instincts; very few foxes possessed a fraction of her skills. Like an echo in her mind, Solix heard her mother calling her from the top of the hill. It felt so real, she shuddered. Was this her mother's ghost trying to taunt her? Was this part of the curse; being reminded she had spoilt her lineage despite all her careful training and life lessons? She had broken an unbreakable rule; she had stolen food from another nursing vixen. Her mother would have been ashamed of her. If only she knew how sorry Solix was, how she had only done it to survive. Solix whimpered and buried her snout into the grass. She could almost hear her child's weak whimper far down in the valley. Overwhelmed with sorrow, she slumped to the ground, feeling the curse in her bones. 
She listened to the bird’s twitter and panted. The heat was getting harsh. It forced her to at least feel something again. Solix looked at the Sun, imagined a spot in the sky, and promised herself she'd wait until the Sun's globe reached that spot. If no prey came out of the hole by then, she'd leave. This endeavour's success or failure wasn't up to her at all. It was up to the mismatched pack who entered and exited this hole. One way or another, it was their lucky day or hers.

Not for a Hundred Marbles!
Chapter 16
Everyone looked at Patty Parsnip.
While Nibbles nibbled on the corn and George's head bobbed upon its long neck, Dodo and Lottie sat quietly. 
Patty hopped a few steps ahead, jumped onto the table, cleared her throat, and wiggled her shiny nose for a long time with great speed. She rose her fluffy paws. 'Well, well… Lottie and Dodo are lost. Poor, poor little souls. And we all know, everyone needs a home.'
'Sure does,' said Nibbles.
 'That's quack-urate,' said George.
Patty sighed. 'I cannot think of anything worse but being lost.'
'I can, but that's me,' said Nibbles.
George nodded. 'Quack – right. Quack – a predicament.’
'I, therefore, propose,' Patty continued, 'we think hard, and we help the Doodlings find their home again.'
'My brain's workin',' said Nibbles, tapping the side of his head. 'All there, all right. I'll feed ya’all. I know where rotten beetroots rot in the mud, where mouldy berries fall onto the ground. I'm kinda good at that.'
Lottie found Dodo's hand and squeezed it hard. 'Thank you, Nibbles, but we just had the most delicious strawberry porridge. We're not hungry.'
While Nibbles shrugged and continued to nibble on the corn, Patty spoke. 'Even with my age, I'm still the best hopper in the Valley. I could hop around and look for the road leading to your home.'
'Ya'll be 'opping all day long, not knowin' what you'll need to find,' said Nibbles. He stretched his skinny, dirty legs farther into the room. 'These Doodlin's don't know anythin' 'bout their home.'
'Not true,' said Lottie. Her cheeks reddened as she wondered what her parents or teachers would think of this argumentative behaviour.
'Not true at all,' added Dodo.
'Then, where is it – your home?' Nibbles asked, squinting at them.
'Well,' said Dodo. 'We don't know where it is, but we surely know where it was before we lost it.'
'Dodo,' Lottie said. 'You make no sense at all.'
'You explain it your way. I give up.'
Lottie took a breath and endured the three pairs of strange eyes settling on her. They all waited for her to explain where the village was with great precision. However, for something to be precise one needed to know the details. All Lottie knew were the immediate landmarks in and around their home. She wondered whether this would be of any use at all. Lottie straightened up and crossed her hands over her belly – as if answering a question in a classroom – and looked directly at each one of them for a short while for added conviction. 'It's simple,' she finally said, pronouncing each word with great precision and with small pauses so it was all very clear. 'Our home is in the Green Valley… by the Great Pond. The Pond is next to Forbidden Bushes and the Big Rock… and passed Strawberry Fields.'
'Hm,' said George and ducked lower to the ground, thinking. 'Not – quack – useful. Because there are at least twenty ponds in this Valley.'
'Sure, sure,' said Patty. 'But how many ponds have a Big Rock close by?'
'Hm,' repeated George. 'Not – quack –helpful. There are many ponds with big rocks. At least ten.'
'Sure, sure,' said Patty. 'But how many ponds with a Big Rock are close to a Strawberry Field?'
George's long neck swayed his head up and down. Nibbles, still stretched on the sofa mimicked this movement with his whole head. It looked as if Nibbles imitated the swan mockingly.
George, however, continued murmuring. 'Hm, a pond… with a big rock… close to Strawberry Fields… Hm… Hm…' He looked at Patty and spoke. 'Helpful but not – quack –precise. Because there are at least three Strawberry Fields next to a Pond, with a Big Rock close by.'
'Ha!' huffed Nibbles and jumped to his feet, swaying his long tail left and right. 'But 'ow many ponds with a big – (snort) – rock, are close to a Story-bery Field, which is also next to For-di-bidden Bushes? Ya' tell me that.'
Everybody looked at him. Nibbles stood still and proud, like a lieutenant in the Frogs Army. George ruffled his feathers and stared at him. 'Your grammar is – quack – bad, you know. But you have – quack – a brain, Nibbles. For all I've seen in my many flights over the Green Valley, I only know of one Pond with a Big Rock close to a Strawberry Field and next to the Forbidden Bushes.'
'Only one?' asked Lottie, and her face lit-up, glowing like a polished apple.
'Only one, indeed,' confirmed George.
'So, this is where our home is,' said Lottie as she excitedly jumped off the chair.
Dodo scratched the back of his neck. 'All good so far, but how do we get there? I'm not sure how to get out of Patty's cottage from where I stand. And let's not forget, there is a fox up there.'
Nibbles shook his head in disbelief. ‘Ya' kung-fused Doodlin'. Did'ya not' listen? Patty 'ere is the best 'opper in the Valley. She'll 'opp you out of 'ere in no time. And don't be daft. By the look of it, the vix'n 'as a pup somewhere. Can't leave that pup alone too long.'
Dodo shrugged. 'Say, the fox is gone. Say, Patty hops us out of here. Then what?'
'Then ya'll fly. Simples,' said Nibbles.
Dodo grunted. 'And for that, I'm all good, except – I've no wings.'
George stood up and stretched his wide, powerful wings. 'But I do.'
Lottie applauded and squeaked with delight, but Dodo stood stunned and pale. As the colour drained from his face, his big green eyes darted in all directions. The hat on his head wobbled with the same rattling rhythm as his jittering knees.
'Thank you very much, but I'm not flying,' he said.
Nibbles looked at Dodo. He patted the spot next to him on the sofa. 'While Patty' ere is chowing the doors –'
'Excuse me,' Lottie interrupted, 'doing the chores.'
'Yes, that,' said Nibbles. 'Why don't ya sit 'ere to think?'
Dodo stood frozen on the spot and shook his head wildly. Then he made some strange moves, sketching something monstrous and disjointed in the air with his skinny arms. Finally, as if this drawing in the air made an unbeatable point, he announced, 'I'm not flying. Not for a hundred marbles. Not for a honey lollipop the size of a sunflower. Not for anything ever. Not a chance.'





Solix
Chapter 17

Solix paced around the hole above Patty's Cottage, looked up to the sky, and walked again – back and forth, back and forth. One part of her wanted nothing more but to abandon the waiting and head back to her den to feed and comfort her daughter. But another part jittered with anticipation and hope – several juicy meals could land in her mouth any minute now. She placed her snout into the dark hollow of the rabbit's entrance, waited, sniffled, and sat back down again.
Solix anticipated the taste of the big, white bird and the juicy rabbit and the less appetising yet nourishing rat. Though the unfamiliar smell of the two colourful creatures jeered her, Solix hoped for a few tasteful bites from them too. Such a big meal was worth her while, so she'd wait a little bit longer. But with each passing minute, the fear about her vulnerable newborn grew inside her chest like a thunderous cloud. Was she still asleep – Solix agonised – or was she crying and whimpering from hunger and cold? And what if the shooters and their dogs came back and heard her? Solix's body ached, and her soul hurt, too. But what was she to do? Daylan was gone. The hunters made sure she had no one to bring her and her welp food or keep her child warm while she was gone.
Solix took a few steps away from the rabbit hole. Torn between staying and leaving, she whimpered and went back towards the hole once again. It couldn’t be much longer now. This one big meal would be a guarantee she'd make it home. Her pup wouldn't only survive another two days, she would thrive.
The vixen crawled closer to the hole. From its sounds, she could tell the pray would soon make a move. They squawked and squalled, and the two small creatures joined in with the commotion with their two strange, soft voices. The gigantic bird was the loudest one and the most important meal. Solix imagined the swan wiggling out of the hole, thin long neck first, and her sharp teeth closing over the bird’s collar. The vixen's mouth watered. This way it would be an easy catch. The scene replayed in her mind as she waited, her senses following every sound bellow the ground.





















The Reason and Able
Chapter 18
Lottie looked at Dodo with understanding. No Doodling had ever flown anywhere or anyhow apart from one famous Doodling, Sallis Cavallis. A century ago, this renowned inventor took towards the sky in a contraption, flew high and higher, and disappeared behind the cloud forever. His picture hung in the Village Hall as a tribute to his bravery and as a sad reminder of his tragic disappearance. But what if there was another way? Maybe they could call Raven again or ask Patty…It wouldn't do. Lottie saw this world beyond Strawberry Fields; a jungle of all things unknown, bursting with surprises; so vast it appeared infinite, like the place where all the stars lived. Nothing but flying would do.
Besides, was it sheer luck they hadn’t run into any cruel monsters yet? It was all clear to her, so clear; if they were to find their home again, see the places and Doodlings they loved – they must fly. Up in the air on George's back, they'd be untouchable. Lottie puffed up her cheeks. If only she could talk some sense into Dodo. If only she could help him stop being so scared.
Tiny dust speckles played within the broad light beam coming from the window. It reminded Lottie of the ash that had once fallen over the sleepy village. She thought about the things we couldn't see or touch, but they were all around us, just like the dust or the Sun rays, or this heavy, despairing feeling of defeat weighing on her.
George swayed on the spot, quacking a quieter quack than usual. Nibbles replaced nibbling at his food with a few fading snorts. The thick and unbearable silence settled over the slowed down clinking of Patty's knitting needles; the woollen scarf now hung limp in her paws.
The Sun shone through the small window and onto the neat, pink voiles, casting a shimmering coral hue onto Dodo's face. He furrowed his eyebrows, bit his lip, shuffled on the spot, and looked unsettled and grim.
'Dear… Dear–' said Patty, but Dodo didn't let her speak. 
He clenched his fists and hissed a loud and decisive, 'No! Me flying is not happening.'
'Well, the –' George uttered, but Dodo interrupted him too.
 'And no, again, and forever.'
Nibbles scuffled on the sofa and opened his snout as if wanting to protest but changed his mind. Instead, he leaned forward and said, 'Ya surely must 'ave some soup in your hole.'
'Hope in your soul,' Lottie corrected him.
'Yes, that,' said Nibbles and said nothing more.
The air, hot and stale, scorched Lottie's throat. It robbed her lungs of air, her breathing shallow and fast. She felt the urge to blow-up her cheeks but fought it with all her strength. Instead, she blinked fast and faster. This was a serious matter. If Dodo refused to fly, all hope was lost; they'd never find their way home again.
While Dodo stood in the middle of the room and stared at the table, Lottie moved toward him. 'Well,' she said, choosing her words with great care. 'I know, Doodlings have no wings and aren't meant to fly, but what if being brave is our only hope?'
Dodo clenched his fists until his knuckles turned white. This helped a little with his shakes, but his hat and head still jittered badly. 'I'm brave, and I'm not flying.'
'But what do we do?' Lottie asked. ‘The worst is letting fear cloud your mind.'
'And as you say this,' Dodo was serious, 'Can't you see, it isn't the fear?' He paused and waved his arms as if this awkward dance explained everything. 'I'm thinking,' he continued in a high-pitched voice, 'do I really want to grow feathers? No. Do I want to flap them? Not a chance. Do I want to go all the way up and fall all the way down, gracefully, like a ripe apple from an old tree, undoubtfully? No. I definitely don't.'
'Dodo, please be reasonable,' Lottie said.
'I am being reasonable. Pure reason and able at that. Reason and able. Both and all together, presumably.' He looked around the room with his feverish eyes as if waiting for the rest of them to finally come to senses, to acknowledge that he was right. But everyone just stared at him. Dodo grunted and shook his arms. 'I'm not flying. End of story. Good night. Why? Because flying is unreasonable. Doodlings don't fly justifiably.'
Lottie cleared her throat but said nothing. Dodo was in his Dodo-mood. She'd seen it before. His ranting always led down a strange path. When Dodo went overboard with his vocabulary and used big words that rarely fit inside the sentence, and his face shone red like an overripe apple – it was a bad sign. Well, Dodo knew that. After all the laughter he got about it in school, how could he not? And now, like all the times before when he lost his way with the words, he was growing flustered and unreasonable. Lottie would have told him the truth at any other time and place – it was all right to be scared. She'd correct his grammar, and all would be well. After all, everyone had their own flaws and fears: Duranta couldn't sing, Camilla was awful at maths, Lottie's father couldn't utter a word in front of a crowd, and even she blushed and stuttered for who-knows-which reason when a bunch of girls walked past her. But these were extraordinary circumstances with far too many strangers around them, so she couldn't start talking about things like that.
Dodo crossed his arms over his chest and turned away from Lottie, only to face Patty.
'Dear, dearest Dodo,' Patty said. 'George here is the best flyer in the whole Valley. A long time ago, he flew from another World; over many big ponds – so big you couldn't imagine, and many valleys – so big, you could never know. And he never lost a single feather.'
'Good for him, but he's a bird; feathers, wings and all.'
'You'll be – quack – safe on my back,' said George. 'And besides, it'll take me only a short while to get you there.'
Dodo considered this for a moment. 'How short is your short while, George?'
'Hm, let me think,' he answered. 'As short as a Doodling climbing up and down a tulip stalk a dozen times.'
Dodo made a studious face. 'I climb faster than Lottie, but Lottie slides down faster than me. How do you intend to work this out?'
'Hm,' said George. 'This is – quack – a tough question. But I'd say, if I did my very best, it'd be your speed up and her speed down. Yes – quack – right.'
Lottie took Dodo’s hand. 'Dodo, we will be fine, and being brave will pay off. Imagine, soon, we could be home. And you, Dodo Sapling, would be the hero. Who else can say they flew on a swan's back high in the clouds and over the Valley? Imagine how proud your mother would be.'
This seemed to have helped. Dodo blinked and relaxed a little. 'All right, then,' he said at last. 'I'll fly. But only this one time.'
'A wise and – quack – mature decision,' said George, while the others breathed a sigh of relief.
Even Nibbles looked pleased. 'Now we 'ave a plaster man –'
'A master plan,' Lottie corrected him at once.
'Yes, that,' he said and continued. 'We better get goin'.'
Lottie slumped on the chair, relieved Dodo came to his senses, but another worry scrunched her face. 'And the fox? How do we know the way up is safe?'
'Hm,' said George, 'that's another unfortunate predicament. Let me think about that.'
'No need to use your 'rain, ol' friend,' Nibbles said.
'Brain?' Lottie couldn't help but ask.
Nibbles looked at her with a strange seriousness, got to his feet and wobbled towards the door. 'Patty, get me to the stash of wild apples,' he said. 'These nasties like nothin' better.'
'Yes, yes, dear, but don't forget, foxes are clever. She may not fall for it.'
Nibbles looked at her as if she spoke in a foreign language. 'It's not just apples, silly. Fox likes a bite of me too. All I need doin' is crawl out the other 'ole, dangle the apple in front of 'er and off she goes. But you must hurry. These ol' bones can't run forever.'
Lottie swallowed. 'This is so brave, Nibbles. But please, please don't. It's too dangerous. I don't know—'
'Sure ya don't. But it'll tease my ears if ya stopped chattin' and got ready to get outta 'ere.'
This time, Lottie didn't correct his grammar, and neither did George.
Nibbles wobbled towards the nearby pantry, and Patty followed. For a while after, Lottie could hear clunking and subdued chatter came from within. Lottie held Dodo's sweaty hand. She meant to say something, but no words came to her dry lips; no new ideas crossed her frozen mind. She sat next to Dodo on the flowery sofa while noises from the nearby pantry disturbed the short respite they had. Lottie's mind travelled down some strange alleyways as she looked around her. Up on the wall hung a patchwork of golden frames with pictures of many smart-looking rabbits inside them. Was Patty one of the little ones there? Who knew? They all looked alike. No spider webs in the corners. Could spiders find their way down here? Unlikely. Perhaps, Patty's duster scared them away. Lottie stood up and paced the room, her head buzzing with thoughts. 'But foxes never hunt during the daytime,' she said.
Dodo’s face scrunched with a gloomy dislike. 'What is the fox doing then up there right now? Getting a tan? Waiting to chat with us and invite us to her party?'
Lottie bit her lip and looked away.
When Patty returned, her nose wiggled a million miles per hour. 'Get on my back, children,' she said. 'We have no time to lose. The distraction won't last forever.'
'But which hole?' George asked.
Lottie blinked. 'There is more than one?'
'Sure, there is,' Patty said. 'I told you, children; this is a safe place.'
'But how do we know which hole is safe from the fox?' Dodo asked, his voice faint and scratchy.
Patty looked at them over her shoulder. 'The one which has a piece of carrot on the floor, thrown in by Nibbles. It's a sign, you see. Let's go now. Hurry.'
Dodo sat back down and then stood up again with agitation. He walked a few steps this way, grunted, then paced a few steps the other way. He cleared his throat and then spat out what Lottie was thinking. 'But the fox runs fast. It can run from one hole to the other. Don't think this is safe.'
'It's as safe as it can be,' Patty said. She waved her paw towards them silently.  
Lottie pulled Dodo out of the room and along the dim hallway while he dragged his feet behind her. The air reeled full of frenzied anticipation; Patty's urgent thumping mixed with Dodo's shuffling and reluctant steps, and George's ruffling of feathers. Lottie's heart jumped and jiggled like a mad frog as they walked out of Patty's home. Patty hurried towards the hole they all had come through on the way in. George, a good length ahead, stepped over the piece of carrot Nibbles had thrown down into the hole. He looked up, wobbled fast from foot to foot and swayed his long neck side to side. A low quack came from behind his closed beak as he flapped his wings and soared upwards.  


Solix
Chapter 19
Solix peaked her ears up. The last leaves on the bush had snapped back into place when she spotted the rat jetting out of the hole. Agitated from the long wait and eager for action, she reacted. In a split second Solix chased after the rat, who was carrying an apple with his snout. Solix was about to jump onto the rat, when a loud screech erupted into the sky. Solix jumped behind the bush and hid as the giant bird flew out of the hole and landed close buy. Solix stilled. Hidden behind the shrub, she tracked the fowl's every move.
The aroma of warm meat reached her nostrils. Her mouth watered profoundly, and yet she stayed put. The swan would be an excellent meal. Much better than the small rat who she let escape. But the wind carried the sweet smell of the two two-legged creatures from the opening on the ground. It poured like magic, the irresistible mist from the depths of the hole overwhelming her senses. As if in a trance, Solix couldn't help but shift all her attention to them. Hidden by the bushes she made her way back to the hole where the big bird still lingered. 
Her ears moved forward; eyes fixed onto the fringes of grass surrounding the rabbit hole. Her paws perceived the slightest tremor, and her ears picked up the chatter deep below the surface. The smell and the noise grew louder with every heartbeat. In her mind, Solix saw her daughter; her belly full, her flanks round, healthy and growing. All this meat would sustain them for days. 
With a new surge of energy and determination, Solix crouched lower to the ground. Her blood rushed and her heartbeat echoed in her skull like a thunder. The vixen's senses merged with the world: the ground an extension of her paws; the air her very breath; the light her own sight.
Solix took a quiet lungful of air. Her sharp, protruding claws reflected a beam of the bright midday light. She picked up the commotion below ground getting louder. The prey was on the way out. A low growl escaped her bared fangs. She ducked lower, muscles tense like a spring, ready for the hunt.





















The Moving Shadow
Chapter 20
Lottie ushered Dodo towards Patty, who lay low on the ground. With trembling knees, she clambered onto Patty's back. Dodo climbed in front of her, his entire body stiff and sweaty, his freckles melting with the hot glow of his cheeks. Lottie held his shaking hand and watched how thick pearls of sweat rolled down his neck. It will be all right, she repeated in her head. But her imagination ran wild. Sharp teeth appeared behind her closed eyes, blood dripping from the snarling snout. Lottie shuddered.
Dodo and Lottie held tight around Patty's neck as she got ready to jump when George's loud shriek came from above. They all looked up and froze. A single white feather meandered through the light beam. Lottie gasped. Patty wheezed. Dodo gulped. But they all let out a huff of relief when George's head dimmed the patch of light above them. 'It's – quack – all right,' he said. ‘We're in luck. No fox to be seen.'
Lottie's nails dug into her palms as she felt Patty spring upwards. It took only a second, and they landed a few feet away from the hole.
Back on the surface, Lottie squinted. The Sun gleamed and shimmered. The busy bees floated and hummed between the meadow flowers. Two chatty robins hopped on the grass and twittered, looked in their direction and then soared into the sky heading towards the lonely oak tree. 
'Hurry,' George said as he lowered himself to the ground. 'No time to waste.'
Lottie pulled Dodo towards the swan. Shaking, he made small steps forward and muttered fast words that sounded like the wind's distant wailing.
With great effort, the Doodlings clambered onto George's broad back.
A nearby flock of black-winged birds squawked a noisy uproar as they lifted off the ground and soared towards the sky. Lottie watched them fly away, while a fleeting thought rushed through her mind – the birds were flying fast, as if they were scared. She sighed and rolled her shoulders to disperse the prickling along her neck and the daunting feeling of being exposed.
While George was getting ready to take off, Lottie wiggled and turned, searching for Nibbles. But he was nowhere to be seen. However, what Lottie did see was a dark shadow sneaking upon them – a moving carpet of rusty fur. Her breath stopped. Time stood still. Millions of needles shot through her skin. What she had first thought was just a shadow was actually something alive and moving. Lottie's heart plunged to the bottom of her stomach. It was a fox. Her eyes traced the predator advancing towards them, slow and precise. She screamed. The animal uttered a bone-shattering snarl. Lottie's breath faltered in her chest; her next scream stuck inside her throat, threatening to suffocate her.
George stumbled and shrieked. He ran a few wobbly steps forward. Lottie watched how first Dodo's hat, then Dodo himself flew down from George’s back. 
He scrambled to his feet. 'Run,' he shouted from the top of his voice 'Run for your lives,' he screamed.
Mayhem erupted.
George leapt forward. Lottie lost her hold. As George screeched and wobbled, she slid down too and ended up in a pile next to Dodo. In a hurry, Lottie sprung to her feet. She didn't dare look up, but she could see the shadow. The vixen hunkered only a few feet away. Her powerful paws stomped down on the ground, tail swaying, her low growl splintering Lottie's bones and shuttering her thoughts.
 'Run,' Dodo shouted again.
In Lottie's mind, memories rushed like an unstoppable river: her life, the sweet meadows and the flower beds, warm Christmas nights and Flower Days, and her parents’ faces. She'd never see them again. She couldn't say sorry. She'd never again feel her parents’ loving arms around her. She'd be gone.
The fox took another step forward. Its roar grew louder. 
Dodo took Lottie's clammy hand. 'Hide. We need to hide.'
Lottie turned in circles, frantically looking around. 'Back to the hole,' she screamed. But it was too late. As if understanding what Lottie had said, the vixen moved and stood in the way.
In a flash, the fox leapt. The air exploded with growls and shrieks. The growling animal now loomed above them. A giant snout and flashing sharp teeth appeared above Lottie.
 'Ahhh,' she screamed again.
Dodo stumbled backwards, pulling Lottie with him.
The growl became louder. The fox bared her teeth. A stretchy drip of saliva ran from her snout and dribbled onto the Doddlings' hats.
Lottie's legs gave in. Numb, she screamed and screamed, tears pooling, her soul drowning with horror. Sharp icicles pierced her skin as her voice carried the scream towards the clouds – the last goodbye to the world, her parents, and her short, young life.
To her right, something white and large moved. It rammed into the fox's side. The predator stumbled and whined in pain. George – his feathers standing-up and making him look twice as big – flapped his powerful wings and struck again. The powerful bodies collided – white feathers and clumps of red fur twirling in the cloud of dust.
Lottie and Dodo shrieked.
So did the vixen.
But the fox stood up. Her yellow glare followed George while a growl escaped her bared teeth. George, in response, let out a loud screech and spread his wings wide – ready to attack again. As Lottie shuddered, the animal whimpered with pain anew. It pulled up her front leg and shook it, its snout glistening with distress. Underneath her belly, a grey creature ran in circles. It was Nibbles.
'Get away from 'ere, ya nasty beast,' he said. 'Ya not getting them for dinner. Not while I'm alive and runnin'.'
The great beast moved aside, her sharp claws scraping the soil, trying to catch Nibbles. It looked as if the rat was playing a game with the fox: running under its belly and around the large, stamping paws. But Nibbles, a fast and unpredictable runner, raced with great speed, leaving nothing but a cloud of dust and a grey blur on his track.
The predator wagged its tail, its eyes following the rat. The fox tried to place her claws here and there and catch the wobbling animal. It missed Nibbles by a hairline. And again. The vixen growled, stamped. Her paws and protruding claws kept coming down at Nibbles. She wasn't giving up. But neither was Nibbles. Running franticly in unpredictable shapes, he appeared one moment here, the other moment there. The fox tried to keep up and failed.
The vixen whimpered and staggered to one side. For one horrible moment, Lottie thought it had caught Nibbles. But yet again, George's mighty beak found the fox's flank. It was a strong blow. Before the predator had time to recover, George struck again. The animal whined and looked startled. Snarling, the fur standing up on her neck, the vixen recovered her bearing. She crouched lower to the ground, ready to leap onto the swan. But Nibbles bit hard into the fox's paw. She screeched and raised her bleeding leg, to which Nibbles still clung with his sharp teeth.



Solix
Chapter 21

Solix shook her paw wildly and the rat fell off. 
The bird's powerful beak and the rat’s sharp incisors tore open wounds across her body. As they continued striking and biting, she growled and whined; dug the ground with her claws, the red fur standing up on her neck. The pain travelled from her paw up to her leg, from her flank all around her body. Still, she eyed the two small, helpless creatures on the ground. Out of the hole, the swan was too much to handle and the rat too fast to catch. But it would take her just one leap and two powerful bites to eat the small creatures which stood vulnerable and petrified a mare few feet away from her. Solix limped in a hurry around the big bush. She took a minute to catch her breath. A few heartbeats later, she gathered all of her strength, leapt high over the bush, and charged for the two-legged prey. Digging her paws into the ground, she made an abrupt stop and, with one precise move, grabbed one of them with her jaws.
The prey screeched.









Please do be Loving, Tender and Kind
Chapter 22

Lottie felt a terrifying plummet in her chest. The world shifted; all colour was gone from it, all noises muted, and her knees gave in. 'Dodo!' she cried.
At first, the fright had immobilised her, but something brought her back. It might have been George's panicked shrieks or Dodo's legs kicking out from the side of the fox's snout.
An uproar of energy broke the surface of Lottie's fear. Lottie clenched her fists and charged after the vixen as if in a dream. She felt as if she were flying; her tiny feet barely touching the ground. A part of her, however, wondered what she should do? She was so much smaller than the fox. Lottie could bite at her – no, it wouldn't work. She could kick her leg – not clever at all. She'd… she'd…think of something when she reached her. 
As Lottie pondered about her options and ran towards the vixen's swaying tail, she wondered why the predator wasn't in any hurry? It limped away from the field. She was injured alright, and yet she kept her jaws firmly around Dodo's wriggling body.  
When Dodo screamed and one shoe fell off his leg, Lottie charged after them even faster. Before her small hand grabbed a handful of the rough fur, she smelled the peculiar fox odour. It was tremendously hard not to let the fear surface, not let the horror take over her mind. She took a deep breath and, with one unsteady lurch, jumped onto the fox's low, bushy tail. She sneezed from the dust and the many fine hairs that rose in the air. Still, she held tight onto the wobbly canopy and headed upwards. She could hear Dodo's panicked screams and see his wide, terrified eyes. Her pulse drummed in her chest; her mind consumed by the worst thunderstorm; lightning bolts travelling down her spine. Lottie told herself to stay calm. But it was hard to not panic. What was she thinking? She could either plummet from the fox's back to her inevitable death or be eaten right after the fox gobbled down her friend.
Lottie held tight onto the fox's fur. For a moment, it looked as if the vixen would stop to shake her off, but she didn't. Instead, she trotted away, with Dodo still screaming and wiggling in her snout.
With effort, Lottie clambered up the bushy, dusty tail along the fox's unsteady back and climbed farther until she reached one of the vixen's pointy ears. There, heaving and panting, she took a few gulps of air and sang:
The World is my Mother, my Father the Sun,
Let's go together, the dangers outrun.
Through moonlight, through rain we fly and ride,
Please do be loving, tender and kind.

Over the hills, rivers, and hay
Together we go, finding our way.
Through shadows and shallows, we follow and hide,
Just like your heart, the treasure we find.

Be my dear, dearest, my newest friend.
Hands held together; all till the end.
Through moonlight, through rain we fly and ride,
Please do be loving, tender and kind.

Through shadows and shallows, we follow and hide,
Just like your heart, the treasure we find.

Lottie's voice sailed through the air, as clear as the water from a mountain lake, as warm as the summer breeze, as calming as the ladybird's lullabies. Every word in the song was like the clinking of small bells on Christmas Eve. Every note was as precise as a drop of rain sent down from a cloud. She sang at the top of her lungs and with heart, so much heart, even the fox had to stop and listen.




















Solix
Chapter 23

For a moment, it bothered Solix– the peculiar creature had clambered onto her back and filled her ear with the strangest wailing. She listened, as if transfixed by the sound, which reminded her of warm summer mornings; mellow and enchanting, bright and calming. It touched her soul and spread over and inside her like a warm, loving memory. It also troubled her in a way; she liked the melody. But it disturbed her more – she understood all the words coming from this creature. And as if a thick cloud dissipated from her mind, Solix experienced an inner transformation. The being which clung to her neck was no longer a game but kin; its language was no longer a jumble of sounds but a coherent speech.
Solix's heart stumbled like a lame rabbit.
It was the curse.
She shuddered and looked around, searching for someone to help her; stop this nightmare, and make the words disappear like a fast-blowing wind. But they didn't. 'Be my dear, dearest, my newest friend,' echoed inside her skull, sank into her consciousness, and stayed there like a verdict. These words judged her and taunted her. They made her feel detached from herself, from who she was until now. 
The transformation happening inside her shattered her bones and crashed her mind, leaving a trail of confusion and fear. Pictures in her mind flew like leaves on gushes of gale. Every memory about hunting and eating her prey crashed downed on her like a crumbling mountain. It made her stomach churn. She gagged; repulsed and nauseated. As the moments passed, a new truth emerged: now she could understand all these creatures, they could no longer be her prey. Her chances of feeding on any of them were gone – forever.  
It struck her like a lightning bolt. The curse condemned her and her daughter to sure starvation.
What would they eat in winter?
All hope and the last of her energy seeped out of Solix. She tasted the strange, bitter cloth in her mouth. It was repulsive. She gagged, relaxed her grip, lowered her snout and spat out the small wiggling prey. A second after landing on the ground, the colourful creature jumped up and ran. Solix didn't chase it. She couldn't. Instead, she watched how it stumbled over its feet and disappeared behind a pile of old oak leaves.

















Where are They?
Chapter 24

Dodo ran as fast as he could and as far as he could.
Lottie gulped with joy. She kept singing but also retreated downwards until she slid off the vixen's tail and found herself on the ground again. The fox took a few more steps, turned and stared at Lottie. Deep sadness seeped from within the vixen's gaze. There was also a strange intelligence glowing from her bright eyes. Lottie's heart tightened. 'Go on,' she whispered to her. 'It'll be alright.'
The vixen lowered her head and whimpered. If she didn't know better, Lottie would have thought the fox had tried to communicate with her. Even now, the vixen could have reached Lottie in a heartbeat and torn her to pieces. But somehow, the way the vixen glared at her, the way she stood unmoving, was non-threatening. The fox threw another sad glance at Lottie and then trotted down the hill, soon disappearing from sight.
The plain fell silent, the air twinkling from the growing heat.
 Patty, her snout wiggling at great speed, jumped out of the bush. 'Dear… Dear. What a close escape?' she said.
'I hope Nibbles and George are all right,' said Lottie. 'I so do hope they're safe.'
A long, puffy hat appeared from behind the bush. Dodo's face – still blotched and sweaty – clashed with the bright green leaves.
'Dodo,' Lottie exclaimed and ran towards him. She hadn't fully realised how desperate and frightened she was until now. At seeing Dodo unharmed, her entire body relaxed. As the tension left her body, the bruises she’d got from falling off George's back burnt and pulsed harder. She rubbed her thigh but kept smiling, rushing towards Dodo. 
Dodo, shaking and panting, came out crooked, shy, and dishevelled. He hugged himself as if he was cold. 'Snail's teeth and Frog's tail,' he said. 'Out of all the things… it was the song Lottie… you singing.'
Lottie smiled. 'Everyone loves the song. I gathered the fox might too.'
Dodo shook his head and fell to his knees, shaking. ‘I just need a moment,’ he said and looked as if he really did need it. 
The grassland, still and empty, buzzed with the chirping of grasshoppers. The birds hid in the bushes. Abandoned spider webs glistened in the heat, unmoving. Only the wind moved the leaves and the grass across the wide plain. Lottie turned a full circle. George Swoony and Nibbles Barat were nowhere to be seen. She swallowed hard, another wave of fear coasting through her. 'Where are they?' she asked. 'Foxes don't hunt in packs.'














Solix
Chapter 25
Solix turned to glance once more over the plain. With sadness, she took in the familiar hunting ground, the bushes and grass, the birds, and the bees. The worst she expected on this journey was not catching any prey. But this day had transformed her forever. A crushing worry, despair, a single wrong decision and her and her daughter's life took a new direction. Her actions had altered the world around her. The curse controlled her every thought and influenced each decision she made. Would Laylix ever forgive her?
Trotting down the hill, the voices of mice and moles followed her. Her thoughts whirling, she remembered bird mothers protecting their young and the mice that fought her at times. But she had never encountered such a mismatched pack, which protected one another. The defeat and a slither of shame stuck to her like mud. And yet she was also in awe about how well this pack had fought her. Even though the long wait by the rabbit hole didn't pay off, Solix found solace in the fair fight between her and the group of creatures. Though bigger and stronger than them, she hadn’t won. And it was alright. She respected the honour of a fair fight. They had fought hard and won. What Solix had in size and strength, they had in each other.
Pushing through the pain in her flank, she hurried onwards, eager to get away from the voices that followed her; the robin mother telling her young off, the mice father announcing his return, and farther away a pair of squirrels ranting at each other. The crumbling earth under her paws fell away and she slid more than she walked, making it harder going downhill than it had been coming up. Solix braced herself, stood for a moment, licked her wounds and listened with a dread to the chatter she couldn't escape. 
Even when she reached the foot of the hill, the wind carried the distant voices to her. They merged with the bubbling of the stream; hauntingly echoing from the stones and boulders. As she crossed the river, Solix heard them speak; the bird and the rat, the rabbit and the small creature who had tasted so bitter. Inside her mind, the girl's enchanting voice still echoed, the words of the song on repeat in Solix’s head. It was a new, alien experience. She shook her head wildly, trying to get the voices out of her mind. But the curse loomed above Solix like a dark winter cloud. She trembled, knowing this was her punishment. She couldn't survive on plants, and she could no longer hunt any creature whose tongue she understood. She was doomed.  If not sooner, the next winter would be the end of hers and her daughter's life. 

















Finding Home Again
Chapter 26
It was a long and dreadful wait.
Hidden inside a hollow tree, Lottie watched Dodo rummage through his marble pouch while Patty hopped on the spot, her long ears intertwined with worry. The pungent smell of rotting roots and sprouting mushrooms reminded Lottie of Nibbles and his home. 'Where are they?' she asked for the hundredth time, pulling her knees up to her chest. Dodo shuffled closer. He said nothing, but his presence made Lottie realise how lucky she was to have him as a friend. When she thought of everything that had happened since they got lost, she couldn't even imagine surviving it all without him.
Patty peeked across the grassland. 'Patience is the hardest thing,' she said and sighed.
From the outside, chirping grasshoppers called to the Sun as if counting the passing time with their zesty, monotonous song. The heat drew the moisture from the ground, lifting the smell of earth and decaying plants. A stifling, heavy odour lay over the grass plain.
Lottie was about to burst with sadness when a quack and a nasal chatter came from the outside. Her heart sprang with joy.
'There ya are,' said Nibbles, straining and panting up the hill.
'Dear, dear,' Patty leapt towards them. 'Where have you been? We were worried sick about you two,'
'Lookin' for help. What did'ya think? But no rat army can match a song, I hear.'
Lottie blushed and giggled.
'Quack surprising,' George said. 'Unexpected indeed.'
'De-deed, de-deed,' repeated Nibbles.
George wobbled next to Nibbles, cleaning his feathers with his beak. 'Quack – a nasty encounter,' he said. 'Fox must have been quacktastically desperate to hunt in the daylight.'
Nibbles wiggled his whiskers. 'Got what she came for,' he said fiercely.
Lottie smiled. It was, of course, utterly inappropriate. Still, she couldn't stop herself from running out of her hideaway and onto the field, laughing. First, she gave George a big awkward hug around his stick-like leg. George clacked his beak in his particular way and opened one of his wings to embrace Lottie back. When Lottie turned to do the same with Nibbles, to her own surprise, she didn't hesitate. Somehow, he didn't smell as bad anymore. Instead of seeing him as this grey, annoying and scary creature, she saw him as a witty, loyal friend. And friendship always smelled of honey sweets, warm blueberry porridge, and all the other delicious treats that tickled her nose in excitement.
Whatever it was – the dust whirling in the air or the sheer happiness of seeing her friends unharmed – her nose itched. Lottie took a sudden breath in and a tremendous 'a… a... a… che-ha,' exploded out of nowhere.
Nibbles wobbled towards her, rummaging with his fleshy fingers through his chest pocket. He stretched his hand, offering Lottie a dusty, grey cloth. 'Have a 'issue?' he said, still holding the ragged cloth.
'Did you mean a tissue, Nibbles?'
'Yes, that,' he said, and everyone laughed.
While George was getting ready for departure, Nibbles offered a half-eaten- a half-rotten piece of a rhubarb to the Doodlings. 'Take it, will ya,' he said. 'That'll…that’ll…ease my tears.'
Lottie smiled and clapped her hands with delight. 'Oh, Nibbles. That’s correct grammar. I knew you can do it.'
'Yes, that,' said Nibbles but there was no delight in his squirming eyes. He blew his nose and cleaned his glasses with the same handkerchief.
‘Gross,’ uttered George.
‘Heard ya,’ said Nibbles.
In the brief silence Lottie looked over her new, strange friends. 'I'll miss you all,' she said, and handed a shiny red ribbon to Nibbles and a blue one to Patty. 'So, you remember me,' she smiled.
Dodo scratched his chin, his posture still stiff like a beanstalk. He glared into the distance with great uneasiness.
Patty fussed over the Doodlings. 'There… there, all will be good, and all will be well. And here,' she said, tying a small bundle onto Lottie's belt, 'something for you two from us. A little something to remember.'
'Thank you,’ Lottie said, meaning to look at it. But thick droplets of sweat slid down Dodo's face, and his knuckles turned white like chalk from fear. 
'Now, let's not test our luck anymore,' said George. 'I'm – quack – keen to get you two safely home. And you, Nibbles, stop walking in a circle like – quack – a… a… beetle who has lost its way. That injured vixen won't follow no-one.'
'Injured?' Lottie asked. 'How badly?'
'Quack – badly enough.'
'Poor thing. Could we help somehow?'
Dodo uttered a sound resembling a broken whistle. He looked surprised, as if Lottie had grown a foot taller in a minute. 'Have you lost your marbles, Lottissima Patel? What and help who?'
'No, Dodo Sapling. I've not lost my marbles. I've also not lost my heart. It's an injured being and…and….'
'And the one who almost ate us for breakfast.'
'Yes, that's very strange the-deed,' said Nibbles.
'Indeed,' they all corrected.
Patty was thoughtful. 'No fox ever hunts in daylight.'
'Hm…' George said, his head bobbing up and down on his long neck. 'If I remember right, from my chatting with Greta Goosling, the vixen is a young, lonely mother. Something happened to her leash, and she ran out of food. That's why, I'm – quack – sure, she attacked us in broad daylight.'
'Ohh,' said Patty.
 'Aww,' said Lottie. 'We must help. Please can we help the young mother fox?'
Dodo stared at Lottie. His mouth hung slack on his face in disbelief, but Patty came to the rescue. 'Come, come, children. You have a journey ahead of you. Nibbles and I, we will help the young mother. We promise. Lucky, a fox would eat anything –'
'Including you and me,' Nibbles interrupted, and Patty gave him a scornful look.
Patty blinked. 'The poor thing was frantic, but foxes are intelligent. She'd understand if we bring the food to her and leave it close by.’
'For sure,' Lottie echoed Patty's words.
'That,' Nibbles said, nibbling on a piece of rhubarb, 'will not… never mind. '
While George lowered himself onto the ground so the Doodlings could climb onto his back easier, Nibbles ran the perimeter, sniffing and huffing. 'All clear,' he kept repeating.
Patty busied herself around Lottie's skirt, straightening it, patting Dodo's hand, and straightening his jacket. 'Bye, bye dear Doodlings,' she said. 'Glad I met you. Glad you came along.'
With one final misgiving look, Dodo climbed onto George's back. 'Loved the porridge,' he said to Patty while locking his arms firmly around George's neck.
Lottie smiled through tears of joy. She kept repeating, 'Thank you for everything. Thank you for saving our lives.' She waved once more while George wobbled on the spot. He ran a few steps, flapped his glorious wings, and took the Doodlings high into the sky.

George’s wide wings whooshed past their ears. When Lottie looked down, she saw Nibbles and Patty patting their handkerchiefs on their snouts. Only Nibbles didn't hold a handkerchief. It was a grey, ragged sock: possibly smelly and ancient. But it didn't matter. Lottie smiled with fondness. Her red ribbon danced in the wind from around Nibbles's neck, and the blue one flapped from around Patty's ears.
Lottie waved and waved, but with each powerful swing of George's wings, Nibbles and Patty became smaller and smaller. A few heartbeats later, they turned into distant moving dots melting with the horizon before disappearing altogether. When Lottie looked ahead, a new surprise struck her. She ducked as a noisy flock of crows flew past them. "Wow,' she said and didn't dare look back.
While a few fluffy clouds hung in the sky and the high wind whooshed passed their hats, the Doodlings flew above the fleeting landmarks. It was a magnificent view. Ahead, rippling ponds glistened amongst the green patches of grassland. Tall giant trees swayed in the breeze as if greeting them. Countless sparkling streams cascaded down the hills and into the lowlands. An endless forest, dark and protective, circled the Green Valley. Once before, she'd seen a picture like this in an old geography book. But it was snatched right out of her hands by the librarian. 'Not meant for youngsters,' the librarian had said to Lottie, leaving her feeling hurt and ashamed, as if she'd done something very wrong. 'Never knew the world was so green and wonderous,' Lottie said and giggled. 'How about this, Mrs Sage? Who needs a book when you can see it all with your own eyes?'
Surprisingly, Dodo chortled too. 'Yeah, imagine, none of them could even imagine all this. Especially not Mrs Sage. All she knows is her grammar and who wrote what and when. As if…Are we there yet, George?'  
'Almost there,' George replied. 'Your home is past this Strawberry Field. Quack – exciting, I'd say.'
They smelled the rhubarb pies and the honey cake before they spotted the wooden roof of the village tower. Moments later, a blue patch of water glistened on the horizon, a dark shadow cast to its one side by the big rock. Ripples of anticipation and joy spread through Lottie. She squealed with happiness. Soon, she'd be home. Soon she'd see her parents.
'Look,' Dodo said, pointing into the distance, daring to take his one hand away from George's neck. 'See the tower? And the Village Hall is right next to it.'
'And there is the old well by the park,' Lottie said. 
 From above, the village looked just like any grassland peppered with flowers and bushes. It hid the streets and houses well. Far down on the ground, the neat green roofs slotted into the greenery like puzzle pieces. Only the wooden tower roof stood out like a never lit wood pyre.
Dodo shook his head. 'No wonder we couldn't see the village from Tulip Turf. It's hidden.'
'And it looks so small from here,' Lottie said. 'Even the grain fields are nothing but a small swaying patchwork of gold and brown grass.'  
As George descended, everything grew bigger.
A few moments ago, the many Doodlings working in their gardens, walking the tidy, pebbled streets or ruffling through the grains had been nothing but colourful, moving dots. Now, Lottie could see their faces and even see the rust on the rose cutting scissors in Mrs Loverell's hands. A shadow grew over the land, over Mrs Loverell, and she looked up. It was the shadow George created as he flew downwards. Mrs Loverell froze. Lottie waved. Mrs Loverell waved back with one hand and held the other hand over her mouth. As George flew towards the ground, Mrs Loverell ran towards the gate arch and jumped on the spot. She pulled at the rope and rang the bell over and over again. Ding-Dong, Ding-Dong, it clung, announcing important news to all other Doodlings in the village. The melodic, crystal-clear sound of the bell reached in all directions. Lottie felt its reverberation bouncing off her chest, a familiar soothing beat telling her she was home, at last.
A second after George's feet touched the ground, Dodo jumped off his back, and Lottie followed.
'Thank you so much,' they said in unison.
'You're – quack – welcome. Now, make sure you never get lost again.'
Lottie smiled. 'For sure, George. Thank you for helping us.'
'Quack – a pleasure meeting you.' George bobbed his head several times, flapped his wings and then flew away.
Lottie turned in a circle, looking at the small village nestled between the shiny blue pond and the lush green foliage. The mild afternoon wind carried the sweet flavour of freshly cooked raspberry jam, and she sighed with relief and joy. 'The most beautiful place in the world,' she said. 'Come, Dodo. We have found our home again.'
But Dodo stood unmoving and grim. 'We did. But I wonder… how livid will everyone be? We were gone for a long time, you know.'
'Oh-oh,' said Lottie. 'You mean we'll be in trouble?'
Dodo nodded. 'Big trouble. For sure.'





Solix
Chapter 27
When Solix saw the large bird take to the sky with the two flower-smelling creatures on its back, she limped onward. Dark thoughts clouded her worried mind while she ignored the pain and hurried back toward her child. For now, she'd be happy her daughter was still alive. Solix hoped she'd hear the small heart still beating, and hear her whelp's tiny, loving voice when she arrived. Then, after she fed and warmed her daughter, she'd think of a way to keep her welp alive.
Getting closer to the ancient oak tree, the wind carried a scent of her young, the warm, gentle smell of her pup and the gentle squeak of its voice. She could hear her daughter's little heart beating faster, echoing her own. Strength and excitement soared through Solix. There, underneath the giant swaying branches, waited her family, her child – Laylix. 
Approaching the burrow, memories full of gore and sorrow returned. With a shudder, Solix stepped over the dry blood at the entrance. Inside the den, the air stale and warm carried the scent of her daughter. 'Laylix,' she whispered, and winced at the strange sound of her own voice. She pushed away the surprise and her sorrow. All that mattered was she came back on time.  
Solix lay next to her pup with great care, licked her clean, and covered the shivering newborn with her tail. She still worried about how she could feed the two of them. It was a relief knowing the grassy plain wasn't too far. It harboured many nut and berry bushes. Along the way also grew countless trees promising fruit later in the year. And maybe, there were some creatures she could still eat; beetles, bugs and worms. She'd need to listen to them. If they didn't speak, she could at least try.  
Solix watched with contentment as the pup drank the nourishing milk and slept peacefully. But dark thoughts crept in. She licked the wound on her flank, and a pulsing pain returned. To heal, she needed nourishment. She must find more food while she had some strength left. Now her daughter was asleep, Solix strained her sore body up, ready to embark on a new journey. 
Up on the plain where she fought the strange pack this morning, she might get lucky. Even if this meant stealing from another vixen. With the curse over her already, stealing again would change nothing. Solix whimpered with deep sorrow. She feared that every time she broke the supreme rule, she'd feel more lost, more of an outcast. But it was the price she had to pay. Her thoughts burnt like a fire inside her. The loving memory of her mother rummaged through her mind as a constant reprimand of how low she had fallen, a scornful reminder of her wrongdoing. Solix mourned her daughter's future, which would be forever stained by her mother's evil deeds.
Another night sprawled over the treetops when she limped the last few steps up the hill and emerged onto the plain. The slippery grass under her paws glistened in the moonlight as she hobbled onwards, sniffing, listening, looking. The usual evening scuffle happened around her: birds settling on branches, nocturnal animals poking their heads out, and others hiding for the night. Solix glanced towards the gooseberry bush and saw nothing unusual. But the wind carried a pleasant smell of apples and nuts. She followed the scent.
A pair of squirrels hopped next to each other, heading towards the bush. Half-hidden between the prickly branches and grass lay a sizable pile of food. The squirrels chattered, and Solix cringed at the choppy sentences they spoke over each other.
'Come closer you,' said one of them.
'Come you,' said the other.
'It's a feast, a feast…come eat…'
'We eat…come… It's a feast.'
With no time to lose, Solix made her presence known. She stamped down upon the ground and let a growl out. As expected, the squirrels scattered with a prattle. Not believing her luck, the vixen circled the neatly arranged food a few times. Above the ground, it belonged to no one in particular. She bit into the juicy apple – zest splashing in her mouth. She gobbled down a large, sweet carrot, a mouthful of nuts and seeds and the pieces of something not so tasty and green but equally nourishing. All the while, she couldn't avoid hearing and understanding the squirrel chatter.
'Unlucky, this time,' said one of them.
'This time, unlucky,' said the other.
'Shame, we go hungry,' it went on.
Solix savoured the sweetness of more fruit, picking up the last crumbs from the ground, and couldn't help but wonder why this food was lying around like that? If anything, she expected her life to get harder, the curse planting obstacles in her way. But it didn't seem to be the case. Instead, she was gifted with what she needed.
Something moved to her right, a shadow shifting around an old log. From the corner of her eye, Solix saw the rabbit with the checkered apron hide behind it. Next to her stood the rat, its pungent odour now more repulsive than inviting to her. When the swan dived from the sky and landed next to them, Solix's eyes widened with realisation. They were watching her and whispering between themselves. Though Solix had gained this strange skill to understand all these creatures, she had not lost her sharp sense of hearing. She peaked her ears to listen in.
'Good, good,' spoke the rabbit. 'She looks better, healthier already.'
Solix blinked with surprise. They were talking about her.
The bird wobbled on the spot. 'Quack – possible her pup is doing well too. I must bring some fish next time.'
Solix's stance stiffened with more surprise.
'That'll ease…my tears,' said the rat. 'Keep 'er fed, so she's not 'ungry for my old but.'
Solix swallowed the food she forgot she had in her mouth.
'Mind your language,' said the sawn. 'Maybe the young one is around. Quack – disturbing using foul language around a child.'
The rabbit twitched her ears. 'Time for a cup of cold-hot chocolate, I'd say. She'll be gone soon.'
'Tot he for me,' said the rat.
Solix frowned. She didn't know what the creature meant.
'Hot tea,' they corrected him.
'Yes, that,' he answered.
A warm wave of understanding splashed through Solix. Her heart filled with gratitude as she listened to the conversation and watched them inconspicuously.
The bird shook his feathers. 'That'd be – quack – lovely, Patty. I have a long flight ahead to the market. Greta has a new stock of scarves. Quack – the pleasing colours. The winter will be here before you know it.'
Patty wiggled her snout. 'Is this market anywhere near the Doodlings? It would be lovely to surprise them with some strawberry jam and a little letter.'
'Hm,' said George. 'It could be done. Quack – an excellent idea.'
The rat sighed, patting his mouth with his sock handkerchief. 'Miss these sillies,' he said. 'I'll write a word too.'
 'That'd be – quack – the comedy,' said the swan and quaked a laugh.
'Heard ya,' said the rat. 'Your quack is quack quacking, ya know.'
Solix blinked in wonder. These creatures seemed to mostly disagree with each other, yet they were friends. It baffled her to hear all this bickering, though she understood – there was much to learn about this new world. But in all the confusion, she knew one thing: this mismatched pack and the two two-legged girl who took pity on her were the ones who provided the food for her, and judging by what swan had said, they are planning to do it again. Solix took a big gulp of air, her heart filling with gratitude. They helped more than her kin had done. And for that, she was endlessly thankful.
The mellow wind brushed against Solix's fur as she slowly stepped forward and watched all three creatures brace, their chatter coming to a hold.
Solix lowered her head in a graceful bow. With a trickle of frustration, she observed how they glared at her like scared children who didn't know the rules. Didn't they understand she had just bestowed the highest honour upon them? The least they should do is bow back to her.














Home
Chapter 28
It was obvious Flower Day was approaching. Long garlands of spring bloom decorated every corner of the village. Baking tasty pies filled the air with a mix of flavours: cherries and raspberries, apples and grapes, nuts and honey. It smelled better than Christmas. The blinking rows of lanterns gave the place its festive feel. Lottie, now so close to home, paused. Though everything looked the same, she felt different. She should be happy, but her heart jumbled and stumbled with worry, even more so when she saw Dodo's bothered face. How upset would their parents be? They were missing for two whole days and one long, dark night.
While Mrs Loverell still pulled at the bell and many Doodlings headed towards her gate, Dodo sighed. 'We're in so much trouble,' he said.
Lottie made an O with her mouth. The simple truth struck her like a branch straight across her face. She took in a gulp of air. 'Maybe a little,' she said. 'Surely, everybody will be happy we're home again.'
Dodo made one of his half-serious, half-funny faces. 'Whatever comes next, it'll be far less scary than still being lost.'
 Lottie sighed. 'Some telling off, I guess, will be on the menu.'
'My mum will serve me a bucket full of harsh words,' Dodo continued, fiddling with his sleeve. 'Possibly harsh words and no dinner. Possibly harsh words, no dinner, and no new marbles. Possibly until next Christmas. Possibly …for a very long time….'
'Dodo,' Lottie smiled. 'Stop rambling. All you need to do is say sorry. Tell your mum you will be careful never to get lost again.'
'Uh? You think that's all?'
'Possibly.'
'Hm, maybe I could use the predicta-marble to see–'
'Don't be silly. What difference does it make now?'
Dodo sighed and pulled his hat over his forehead.
Mrs Loverell's bell went quiet as the crowd gathered from all directions. Doodlings, young and old, walked down the pebbled streets, heading towards Lottie and Dodo. The sound of excited chatter was getting closer, the puffed-up sleeves and colourful hats jittering in the mild afternoon breeze while smiles erupted on faces. Many Doodlings clapped their hands, pointed towards Dodo and Lottie, and some younger ones jumped on the spot with happiness. A group of people pushed onwards from the mass, their steps at first slow and stumbling.
'Mum, Dad,' Lottie cried, running towards them. The familiar, loving arms closed over her. Lottie took in the scents she had so severely longed for – the faint rose perfume her mother always wore and the chemical smells of her father's coat.
Dodo skipped after Lottie and almost tripped over his mother, who stood there, hands on her hips. She stared at her son with a scornful face despite the big droplets of tears sliding down her cheeks. 'Dodorus Sapling,' she said and sniffled. 'This…I was…' she stuttered, fighting with her trembling voice.
Dodo blinked as tears smudged his green irises. 'Sorry, Mum,' he said. He took a step forward, head hanging low until he placed it in the pit of his mum's neck.
Next to Dodo, Lottie's parents twittered around her, pulling her onto their chests, loud kisses smacking on her flushed cheeks. Lottie giggled, blinked, soaked in all the love and attention. Her father straightened his lab coat, his green eyes staring into hers as she saw him struggling for words. 'You two,' he said, eyeing first Lottie, then Dodo. 'I'm glad you're safely home. But you have a lot of explaining and apologising to do. I heard some brave Doodlings flew on a swan's back… But children – in the Misty Mountain's name – where have you been?' As if not even considering he'd get the answer, he clutched Lottie again to his chest. He then reached and did the same with Dodo. 'Thought we'll never see you again.'
Lottie pulled at his sleeve. 'Dad, it's a long story. Please, can I first go home and wash all this stink and grime out of my hair. I can explain everything later.'
For a while, Lottie's father gaped at her, unmoving. He laughed aloud and wrinkled his nose. 'I was wondering where the rotten smell came from.'
'Daad!' Lottie furrowed her eyebrows, but a smile bounced around her lips.
Dad shook his head and ruffled her locks. 
'Rosalia,' he said, addressing Dodo's mother. 'Violet and I would love it if you and Dodo could join us tonight for supper. Blackberry pie, I believe, and a pot of rosehip tea.'
Rosalia blinked, wiped her face with her sleeve and smiled. 'That would be lovely, Cedar,' she said. 'Will be there as soon as I've given Dodo a long list of no-mores. She made a serious face, but underneath the tight façade, a loving smile lingered as she looked at her son.
Lottie's mother, Violet, fussed about Lottie, brushing the dust from her dress. The shock still lingered around her freckled face.
'All set then,' Mr Patel said. 'We also have a big list of no-mores and never-agains to share with Lottie tonight. He nodded politely at Rosalia, turned around and walked away from the crowd.
The Doodlings around them scattered to make a way. Lottie's and Dodo's wide gazes met over their shoulders, lagging a step behind their parents. Dodo shrugged and rolled his eyes. Lottie giggled, rolled her eyes too and skipped like a dork after her dad.




Solix
Chapter 29
Days had passed since Solix returned from the high plain. Days since the realisation that she was cursed to understand all the living creature's tongues, and with it condemned to starvation. Each evening since, however, she had made her way over the stream and up the hill in search of food. And each night she found a neatly laid out pile of food close to the same blackberry bush. She spotted the rat and the rabbit hiding nearby and watching her on a few occasions. A few nights ago, she saw the swan dropping a big, juicy fish from the air and adding to her feast. Lottie's song still echoed in her mind as she remembered the gentle melody and how she pleaded with the pack to help the 'young mother fox'. In her heart, Solix grew fond of the creatures. She thought of them often as if they were her kin. One day, perhaps, they'd realise she wasn't a threat to them. One day, she hoped, they would not be scared.
With her stomach full, Solix grew stronger. Her fur regained the coppery shine, her snout glistened with health, and her flanks and legs filled with solid muscles.
The den warmed up as the hot summer brushed over the Valley, painting the meadows and the forest with a splendour of colours. Back in the den, Solix curled around her daughter, who whimpered in her dreams. Content, strong and warm; the pup's dark-grey fur peppered here and there with the first glimpses of red. 
A low laying sunray fell over them through the den's entrance and lit the small, relaxed face. Her tiny eyelids flattered. Solix watched endearingly as her daughter's eyelids opened for the first time. Dark-blue eyes blinked and looked straight up. A small voice called to her. 'Mother.'
'Daughter,' she said, gulping with pride. As the words still lingered in the air full of love and meaning, Solix thought it was the strangest and the most beautiful thing, though talking with words wasn't what her kind usually did. She shuddered from the memory of the night when she evoked the curse upon herself. It seemed the same curse was bestowed upon her innocent daughter too. It was a permanent unease under Solix's skin, but so far, the curse turned out to be more of a blessing than a misfortune.





















Storytellers
Chapter 30

The day Lottie and Dodo found their way back home, the entire village had a feast and a bonfire. The Doodlings danced in circles and sang merry songs long into the night.
Mr Roundly, his face flushed red from excitement, approached Lottie and Dodo. He pulled out two neatly wrapped, new marbles from the apron, 'A prise and token for your bravery,' he said, placing the presents into their hands. He smiled, his plump cheeks shining like red Christmas baubles. 
'Oh, wow,' said Dodo.
'Thank you so much, Mr Roundly,' said Lottie.
'Freshly made,' said Mr Roundly, drumming his fingers on his chest. With a nod, the marble master turned and walked back toward the crowd.
Dodo held the small parcel in his hand, fidgeting and jogging on the spot with excitement. He looked at Lottie. 'Open now or later?'
'Later,' said Lottie. 'There's no time now. Look. Everyone is waiting for us to tell the story.'
The Moon shone its brightest as the Doodlings gathered around the crimson fire and under the stars. All eyes were glued on Lottie and Dodo. Holding hands, they climbed onto the small talking platform placed there for them.
Lottie stood straight, looking over the many hats jittering with anticipation. She smiled, took a sharp breath in, and spoke. 'It was a wonderful morning here in the Green Valley. Dodo and I had not a worry in the world. We ran through the meadow chasing a playful Bluewing.'
'What is a Bluewing?' asked a little Doodling.
Dodo, head held high, cleared his throat and answered. ‘It's a curious being – a Bluewing Butterfly. They dance, skip from a flower to flower, twirl and make silhouettes. We followed one of them, and this is how we got lost.'
'And then what happened?' asked another Doodling.
'Well,' Dodo continued, speaking with caution, 'we found ourselves in a place where no Doodling had ever gone before.'
Dodo and Lottie took turns in telling their story. Even the wind stopped humming, and the Moon slept cuddled-up in a fluffy white cloud. Only the crackling of the bonfire, and the voices of the two storytellers could be heard in the semi-darkness. 
And as the story went, Dodo and Lottie spoke with great fondness about Mrs Patty Parsnip and George Swoony. When Lottie and Dodo told of all the scary and hilarious moments they had had with Mr Nibbles Barat and Raven, gasps followed by laughter spread like zephyrs through the night. They skipped telling the frightening part about the young vixen almost eating Dodo. All Lottie said was – they saw a fox. But Lottie had warned Dodo about it beforehand. 'Don't scare the little ones with the story about the fox. We best keep this part a secret.' Dodo had agreed with a quick nod, looking in his mother's direction, while Lottie eyed her parents and puffed her cheeks. 
Lottie and Dodo went on to tell about the good heartedness of the friends they met. This part stuck somewhat in Lottie's throat. In a strange way, though there was no end to Lottie's joy – she was home again – a bundle of sadness lingered in her heart; sad, the adventure was over. Sadder even, the new friends she met lived so far away.
The Doodlings listened long into the night, mesmerised by the adventure and surprised that the world was so big and wonderous. They Oh-ed and Ah-ed as all this was new to them indeed: no Doodling ever before wandered past Strawberry Fields and lived to tell the tale. When Lottie and Dodo finished telling their story for the second time, the smallest Doodling among them, Toop Tiny, clapped and squeaked. 'And again,' he said and waited with a bright grin for the story to be told over.
With all the excitement, Lottie and Dodo forgot all about the upcoming Flower Day celebrations. Preoccupied with answering the many questions and telling the story of their adventure – they simply forgot.
But Mayor Turnip didn't. He, of all people, dressed in his ceremonial attire, cleared his throat and gave an honorary speech. 'Dear fellow Doodlings,' Mayor Turnip said, addressing the young and old and everyone in between. 'It's a joyful night, indeed. Of course,' he cleared his throat and eyed through his rimmed glasses the group of young Doodlings, 'venturing outside the safety of our village isn't to be recommended. In fact, you have heard how dangerous it was. But we must appreciate Dodo's and Lottie's bravery in facing adversaries and finding their way back home. In some ways, this has made it easier for the council to decide who are the most deserving Doodlings and who should have the honour for the First Song on Flower Day this year.' The Mayor's face beamed with pride and satisfaction as he produced two rosebuds, first shaking Lottie's and then Dodo's hand, and handed the delicate smelling flowers to them. 'Dodorus Sapling and Lottissima Patel,' Mayor continued in his formal voice, 'you are invited to sing the First Song on the Flower Day in the Great Hall this year.'
Loud applause erupted, Doodlings whistled and cheered while many hats flew into the air. Dodo blinked and grinned while Lottie jumped on the spot with happiness.
Lottie's eyes darted towards her parents. Her mum smiled through tears fighting to stay composed as she took in the many congratulations. Her father nodded and shook hands with many Doodlings who swarmed around him to congratulate. Next to them, Dodo's mum stood with her hands on her hips, mouth open in disbelief. Many hands patted her back, and a few Doodlings gave her a hug, to which she responded with a succession of rapid blinks and a giggle.
Dodo leaned towards Lottie and whispered. 'How about that?' he said, his face beaming with pride and happiness. 'Look at the bunch of girls from our class,' he said and nodded in their direction.
Huddled in a tight circle, a group of girls seemed to be arguing, their hats jittering like a jelly splattered onto a plate. Lottie watched as one of the girls, Duranta, turned on her heels and left the group, heading toward Lottie. 
Duranta beamed the sweetest smile, skipping toward them. 'Congratulations, Lottie and of course, Dodo,' she said and flashed a bigger smile. 'This Saturday, I am having a Flower Party by the pond. As always, my mum will decorate the boat with arches of flowers and prepare a picnic, and my dad would sail us over the pond. Among the lotus flowers would be hidden gems, a few valuable marbles for us to find and collect. It's a fun day, as always, of course. Lottie, would you like to come to my party? You're invited.' She glanced at Dodo and blushed. 'Sorry, it's for girls only, but you're welcome to help my dad with the boat.' 
Lottie watched Duranta's eyelids flutter. It wasn’t kind to think that, but Duranta was no beauty. Amongst the other girls with their auburn, neat curls Duranta’s mousy coloured hair looked plain and frizzy; but her eyes were alive with intelligence seeping through a row of dense lashes framing deep green eyes. Her irises, flecked with gold and amber sparkled like hundreds of scattered stars. These eyes now looked at Lottie, and there was more than pretension in them. She saw honesty and a slither of regret, for the very first time.
One glance over the other girls who stood facing them, arms crossed over their chests, made Lottie remember all the mean moments from the past. 'Thank you for inviting us,' Lottie said. She moved closer to Dodo so Duranta would know she had Dodo's back. 'But our parents have also planned a Flower Party for us. It's a surprise one. We don't even know what it is.'
Duranta's face went slack. 'Oh,' she said. 'But who is invited to your party?'
Lottie cleared her throat. 'Also, a secret.'
Dodo looked at Duranta with a serious face. 'All we know is – it's special. Mayor Turnip had to approve it,' he said.
'Oh,' Duranta said again, her face gaining a strawberry red tinge. 'Well, good luck then,' she said and stepped back.
'Not inviting you. For sure,' Dodo mumbled when she was gone. 'Remember how she laughed when I couldn't spell the words? These girls have no heart.'
Lottie nodded. 'I remember… But things are different now….' Nevertheless, Lottie thought Duranta had a nerve, acting as if all the horrible things she had said about her, and Dodo never happened. Still, she remembered her mother saying whenever teaching Lottie about forgiveness – the past should be left behind so that future could smile at you. Mum was right. What was the point in holding grudges?
As the mild wind brushed over Lottie's cheek, reminding her how safe she was at home, many Doodlings approached. They patted her shoulders, congratulated her, and talked over each other as if in a competition. Surrounded by smiles and admiration, all Lottie could do was smile back in wonder. She giggled harder, seeing Dodo basking in his fame, nodding seriously, answering questions, smiling. And Lottie loved Dodo's newfound confidence. She wiggled her way out of the crowd and went to her parents. 'Let's go home,' she said. 'I miss my bed. Can't wait to hear the next ladybird lullaby.'
Her dad gave her a puzzled look that he often used when not all truths were told. 'Some adventure,' he said, squinting his intelligent eyes at her. 'I wonder if–'
'Nothing to wonder about, dad,' Lottie interrupted hastily. 'But there is much to explore. For example, did you know that the Forest Council had destroyed all the maps? I dare you to guess why? Also, did you know rats live in mushroom houses? Guess what they use for light? They trap the fireflies. Very sad but also very clever. And besides, did you know there are at least twenty ponds in Green Valley? Twenty. That's how big it is….'
Lottie chattered away. Her dad listened. And best things of all, he stopped asking questions. At least for now.
The next few days went by in a flash.
People young and old stopped by to ask a few more questions about this or that. Even though at first, Lottie enjoyed answering the many questions and the attention, and Dodo felt all-around important; talking to grown-ups became a tedious task. As the time passed, more often than not, they hid in the garden whenever a visitor rang a bell.
Lottie, however, couldn’t hide from her father who every now and again started the conversation about the fox. More than once, Lottie fell silent before she could think of a way to not lie but also not give a straight answer. She would have cowered in the same way if a wolf had looked at her like that, or the head teacher had accused her of cheating during an exam. It was unnerving, bothering her day and night, because there was something accusatory in dad’s eyes, clouding the love and honesty they had shared since she could remember. 
A few Doodling mothers were furious, pulling back home some eager young Doodlings who sneaked and went alone towards the pond, fields and beyond. 'But I also want to go on an adventure. I want to be like Dodo and Lottie,' the youngsters argued with their parents (which was unheard of), while their mothers scolded them, stuttering warnings in disbelief. 
The entire village couldn't stop talking and musing about the world beyond Strawberry Fields and Lottie's and Dodo's adventure. Grown-up men speculated about the distance Lottie and Dodo had travelled and argued at times about the directions of certain places. Mothers, busy carrying fruits from the market in their woven baskets, chattered in clumps of two or three about the fear still lingering in their hearts. They held their palms over their hearts and sighed and giggled. They swore to each other as if under threat, they had a firmer grip on the whereabouts of their children. They also bragged about whose child was a closer friend to Lottie and Dodo and had overdone themselves in sending gooseberry pies and honey to the young village heroes.
Mr Roundly, chatting to Mayor Parsnip, had his brightest moment, suggesting, 'Marble craft should be recognised as a form of child safety. What if Dodo hadn’t had the marble to call the large cat? Imagine. The youngsters would be still wondering about the endless plain. Or worse…Much worse.'
Of course, in his agreeable way, Mayor Parsnip agreed. He also suggested that marble craft be introduced as a compulsory subject in the fifth grade. 'And wasn't it peculiar,' the Major said, 'that help to the two lost Doodlings was provided by some strange and unfamiliar creatures? It seems,' he concluded, 'the world out there has some good in it.'
Early Saturday morning, the excitement was so strong that Lottie and Dodo woke up at sunrise. When Lottie peeked through her window, she saw Dodo standing on his veranda. Lottie dressed in a hurry and jumped over the fence into his garden. 'Let's go to the tower,' she said. 'It's a fine morning. We could see far.'
 Dodo and Lottie found their way up the tall tower. The morning light lit the eastern horizon, its golden glow falling over the neat patchwork of grain fields around the village. Lottie pointed into the distance. 'Over there. See? This must be the Tulip Turf.'
Dodo strained to see. 'I think so,' he said. 'The mushroom house must be that way,' he waved his hand towards the left. 'We went towards the sinking Sun, so Nibbles lives this way.'
Lottie looked ahead. 'Patty's cottage must be farther ahead. See the endless grassland to the far left?'
'Maybe, one day….' Dodo said.
'For sure,' Lottie said and smiled.
 'It's risky, you know.'
Lottie giggled. She took out a small pouch from her pocket, unwrapped it and held a wooden whistle in her palm. A cheeky grin spread across Lottie's face. 'Not if a swan is your friend and comes when you call him.'
Dodo chortled. 'No way. But how?'
'Remember Patty's present before we left? It was this whistle. But this has to wait. Come,' she said and took Dodo's hand. 'It's Flower Day. We must get ready.' Lottie paused for a moment and stared at Dodo. 'Can you believe it?' she beamed. 'We are to sing the First Song today.'
'Yes, that,' said Dodo and giggled.
'Quack right,' said Lottie, and they giggled again, rushing down the tower stairs, their little, lilting voices ringing like bells from afar.






Solix
Chapter 31
On the other side of the Green Valley, the same morning glow shone upon the young saplings hiding the vixen's burrow. Basking in the Sun, a little grey snout peppered with red yawned. 'Mother, would you teach me the song about the Moon and the Stars and friends? I am big enough to learn.'
Solix blinked at her daughter with admiration. 'I will, some other time. Today you must learn more important things and meet the friends who helped us survive.'
'Is it going to be scary? Is it far away?'
'Not at all,' Solix said, waving her tail. She laughed inwardly at herself. Old habits die hard, she thought. Though she accepted her new way of life, Solix still had difficulty forgetting the old ways. No matter how much time had passed, she'd still send signals to her child with her ears and tail, just like her mother had taught her when she was a pup. But truly, there was no need for that at all. She now spoke the tongue of the many creatures, and her bright daughter did too. Young Laylix listened to her mother, learnt both ways and understood whichever way her mother spoke to her. In Solix's mind, this wasn't a curse but a blessing. The new way of communicating made their world a better place. It also gave them an advantage, filling their hearts with boundless gratitude. 
‘Let's go,' she said, and Laylix followed. Solix sighed with content and twitched with excitement; she couldn't wait to reach the high plain. She cherished and respected her newfound friends, adored their banter and chatter, and accepted their strange, alien ways. With her honour, she'd protect them. With her wisdom, she'd guide them. It was the least she could do in return for their care, for knowing that now and forever, she and her daughter would never be alone again.
THE END
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