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Preface. 

Time upon a once… 

Wait that’s not right.  

Upon once a time… 

Let me try that again. See, I’ve been stuck on Esrever Island for an 

uncountable amount of hours. Not so much immeasurably high, 

though maybe so, rather just impossible to count when everything on 

Esrever clearly runs in reverse. Their days at night, their nights at day, 

so on and so forth. Or so forth and so on. 

The Peatries in the trees only come out at Dawn, but Dawn is at 6 

P.M. and P.M. is A.M.. It’s safe to say my head isn’t right anymore. 

No. It’s not right anymore at all. 

Once upon a time . . . There we go. Ahem. Once up on a time there 

lived a very spoiled little girl of ten. Piper Scotch. 

 

 

 

Report Card Day. 
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Piper Scotch was not a dumb little girl. Spoiled, yes. Bossy, indeed. 

But certainly not dumb. She could tell you the square root of 144 

quicker than you could ask the question. She could tell you the capital 

of Maine before you pointed to a map. Her prepositions were in all the 

right places and she even could conjugate a verb in Spanish.  

However, on this very day, there was a piece of paper tucked far 

inside of her backpack proving otherwise. She folded it the maximum 

amount of folding times before it was too tough and too hard to fold 

anymore hoping it’d just vanish. You know, when it’s down to one 

thick unbreakable triangle.  

There were four capital F’s in a synchronized column on that teeny 

piece of folded-too-many-times paper, and it had her name on the top. 

Piper M. Scotch. Failed. 

The day started out normal enough. A typical November Friday 

preceding a typical Rumberry Elementary school day before what 

should have been a typical night. Piper woke up at 7:07 A.M. to her 

one-winged bird Butter puttering lopsided about his cage. Piper’s 

parents found it comical to have the family pet be named Butter with 

their last name being Scotch. Their humor a bit easily bought. 

Like a lot of little girls, she had always actually wanted a puppy but 

Mr. and Mrs. Scotch informed her that she was deathly allergic to dogs 

from a very young age. What was peculiar about this supposed allergy, 
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was that Piper had never even been in the company of a live dog—let 

alone sneezed, sniffled, scratched, rubbed, itched, twitched, watered or 

wheezed.  

She believed them though because after all, they were her parents, 

and since they said so little to her in the first place; Piper felt it best to 

take the few words they did share as the truth.  

Mr. and Mrs. James R. Scotch weren’t all bad. They did hire a 

nanny, a driver, a butler, a chef and a robot to insure that Piper had 

some semblance of family around for the 355 or so days a year they 

had to be, well, anywhere but Rumberry. She had no siblings, but 

undoubtedly enough toys and gadgets to replace them anyway. Piper 

could never say she was bored. Not for a second. In fact, there wasn’t 

a single thing the Scotch Mansion didn’t offer. Was there? 

Scotch Mansion sat perched at the top of Granola Road off of 

Rumberry State Highway. It was inarguably the biggest house in 

Rumberry, maybe even in the state and quite possibly the United 

States. There were a total of 33 rooms that were all for the staff, Piper 

and Butter the bird. This left a lot of wasted space for the butler, Mac, 

to dust. Not that he minded. Mac’s favorite thing in the world was 

dusting. And on this November morning, as Mac ran the bell of fuzzy 

feathers through Butters cage, and Butter stumbled about a newspaper 

and birdseed maze, Piper half-mast opened her grey eyes. 
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Sebastian the chef was whistling a sitcom theme song as he 

methodically poured the gooey glaze atop Eggs Benedict. This was 

Piper’s favorite breakfast and consequently, the only breakfast served 

seven days a week. His eyes always went cross-eyed when he 

concentrated on food, which was nearly all the time. 

Her lunches were crafted, de-crusted, bagged and refrigerated on 

Sunday for each impending school week. They had giant cursive 

letters of the week stamped on each bag by Hundred the robot. A 

crisply folded “F” emblazoned bag was being pulled from the 

refrigerator and placed on the kitchen island when Piper’s slippered 

feet finally arrived in the kitchen.  

Maybe this loop de loop capital “F” should have been a 

foreshadowing to how the worst day ever would end. But like any 

other day, Piper merely ate her breakfast in silence, sanitized her hands 

and grabbed her white oxford and maroon and charcoal woolen plaids. 

Rumberry Elementary wasn’t even a private school but Mr. and Mrs. 

James R. Scotch just insisted in uniform-like attire anyway. They had 

all of Piper’s clothing shipped from a uniform shop for Catholic 

schools regardless of how public Piper’s school actually was.  

The truth of the matter was that there were no private schools in 

Rumberry, it was a very middle class town housing only one, very non 

middle class home. Mac the butler was a bit, or rather very, obsessive 
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compulsive and therefore the very best at pleating, washing, drying, 

ironing, steaming, folding and any other “–ing” that was synonymous 

to cleaning. 

Piper was dressed by exactly 7:34 A.M. lunch in hand, and walking 

to meet Levi, the driver, who was standing outside the Towncar as it 

warmed up for the morning. He exhaled small clouds of November 

cold and awkwardly rubbed two leather-gloved hands together as best 

that that can be done. Mr. and Mrs. Scotch liked him to stand outside 

of the vehicle in preparation to open Piper’s door each morning, which 

was no bother in the three other seasons but Rumberry winters 

historically got very, very cold. 

Piper arrived at school at exactly 7:45 A.M. which she did each and 

every Monday through Friday. She had never had a single absence or 

tardy. She waved goodbye to Levi, like she did every Monday through 

Friday. In fact, every nook and cranny of that Friday felt just like 

every run of the mill school day.  

She spoke to no one throughout the day, as was accustomed. She 

ate her lunch from her monogram bag at the second table on the left 

closest to the door, as per usual. She secured a napkin in her lap and 

was careful not to spill her Pellegrino juice box (Mr. and Mrs. Scotch 

had them made by Pellegrino). She got picked last for the team in gym 

class, as was expected. She dragged a dry brush over the nine primary 
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colors in her plastic water color rectangle in Art class, unsure of which 

to use, as was anticipated. She slunk in the back of taller kids in 

Chorus so as not to be heard, as was predicted. And she popped her 

hand up high during every class in the middle, aware of all the 

answers, as was the norm.  

So collecting this carbon sheet of paper should have gone just as 

smoothly as it had in past marking periods. She even bumped into Mr. 

Dunhill in the mustard colored hallway and forgot to say “excuse me,” 

because she was so impatiently awaiting the good news. Thankfully, 

Mr. Dunhill was far too disheveled to notice. 

Why then, with all the commonness of the day, did she trudge to 

Levi after school (who waited in the biting bitter cold outside) with 

that far-too-many-times folded paper at the bottom of her backpack?  

The worst part was yet to come. Not only did it list four bolded, 

uneraseable, unchangeable “F”’s, but it also requested a “parent 

conference.” As in . . . in person? Piper wondered how she’d ever get 

Mr. and Mrs. James R. Scotch to Rumberry Elementary more than she 

wondered why she’d even failed in the first place. 

 

 

Mr. Eddie Dunhill. 
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To describe Eddie Dunhill, was like trying to describe a hurricane 

that started out as a timid raindrop that once fell on your tongue. Eddie 

was once promised to be “The next living iconic writer of our time, 

delivering poignancy in every line, even the lines you read between” 

by a New York Notice book review. He drank fine spirits, wore only 

European designer insignia and ate dinner out seven nights a week. 

Eddie was very well manicured about twenty years ago. This was of 

course when he went by Edward P. Dunhill and had a novel at the 

tippy top of the National Best Sellers list.  

What no one ever told Edward P. Dunhill, was that he’d be 

expected to write another one. Or to write anything. Even a single 

paragraph in the past two decades might not have spun Edward P. 

Dunhill to Tornado Eddie who now works as both an adjunct Professor 

at Rumberry Community College and a 5th grade English teacher at 

Rumberry Elementary.  

He was a gust of anxiety when he entered a room, constantly 

carrying a café bought plastic cup of coffee; the lids always flecked 

with more coffee than he could have possibly gotten in his mouth. 

There were many days where Eddie wore two different colored socks, 

or stapled his shirt cuff to a pile of papers or had chalk residue 

sprinkled through his now graying hair like flour on a baker.  
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His stress and appearance couldn’t be blamed on a lack of time. 

Rather, Eddie had a surplus of time. He had full summers off. Nights. 

Weekends. Even days after 3 P.M. Over ten years of 365 days after 3 

P.M. to simply watch the silver appear in his hair from stress, to string 

together one uninspiring sentence after the next, to consume the 

caffeine that would power a slug and to crumple enough printer paper 

to save a small forest. Yes, Eddie had time. 

Eddie ran out of funds years ago after supporting his lavish tastes 

while living in the heart of the Tribecca district in New York City. So, 

he took a position in Rumberry where one year’s salary likely equaled 

a single book advance. 

Eddie’s office at Rumberry Elementary housed a 6.0 earthquake of 

random objects. As the late great Edward P. Dunhill, the version of 

him that received newsworthy acclaim, he was orderly. There was 

symmetry even in his paperclips. His pencils were each sharpened to a 

point. His bookshelves once went in ascending order all the way until 

they reached the big brass “E” that book-ended them upright. There 

were four clocks just in case one (or three) stopped ticking so he’d 

never be late to anything. Each set in respective early increments.  

When his showroom of an office ceased to provide inspiration, 

Eddie began to believe he was an artist who thrived only under chaos. 

That he needed objects, any objects, many objects, in plain view to 
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unclog his writing transmitters. Surely something had to have a story 

in it. A toaster, a rubber band ball, the longest string of paperclips he 

could assemble, fat grape-flavored gum-wads under the desk, a castle 

of Bicycle playing cards, a banana peel wig on a Buddha statue . . .  

The more creative Eddie became in his doo-dad selection, the less 

of a story he seemed to find. And on this day, report card day, Piper 

Scotch wasn’t the only one coming to realize she had failed.  

Eddie, in a panic this month, reached out to his former agent Evan 

Denver, who so graciously stopped taking Eddie’s feverish calls about 

seven years ago. 

“Mr. Dunhill,” Evan said already sounding remorseful that he 

answered the phone at all. “To what do I owe the, er . . .  honor?” 

Eddie paced as best he could through the piles of rubbish that was 

his office. He had to think fast. He had never planned on Evan actually 

answering. 

 All he could come up with was, “I have a brilliant new novel just 

shy of completion,” which he immediately regretted saying once the 

words left his mouth. 

“Go on,” Evan exaggerated the “on”, which Eddie knew meant he 

believed him. 

“Um . . . yes, well, this novel is . . . um, it’s very hard to explain so 

I thought I’d just send you some pages soon.” Eddie dragged out no 
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words. His ability to lie was never his strong suit, mainly for the same 

reason his writing suffered. He lacked imagination. 

“You are making me wonder, Eddie. Level with me, do you have a 

book or not? Is this like the time you called me eight years ago with 

that Shark Wars pitch or six months before that with the knitting 

grandmother that always lost at bingo and felt left out at the home 

nonsense?” Evan began to sound cross. 

Eddie nervously shifted his eyes from the Sharky Burger baseball 

cap to the random spool of yarn on his desk. 

“Oh no, nothing like those,” Eddie laughed. Nothing like those 

because this time there was just nothing.  

“Just give me until Monday to send you some pages. You’ll see,” 

Eddie promised. 

“Why not today Eddie, what’s wrong with today?” 

Eddie sat quiet for a moment, clearly a moment too many. 

“Mr. Dunhill, just face it. You have no imagination anymore. 

Please do not waste my time until you can find a story,” said Evan. 

Evan hung up the phone. 

 

Insta-Sick. 

For the very first time in the ten years of her life, Piper thought of 

consuming a spoonful of Insta-sick the next Monday morning. She had 
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toyed with the bottle, toyed with the thought, but never actually taken 

it.  

It was bubble gum scented and Piper was strictly forbidden bubble 

gum because it “did nothing for her teeth, manners, or bedpost,” Mr. 

and Mrs. Scotch always said. She had never had a piece in her life. 

Nor had she ever had bubble gum scented Insta-sick or bubble gum 

flavored anything. 

The theory behind Insta-sick was simple. When kids wanted to get 

out of school, they usually put their best theatrical foot forward for 

their school nurse. Sitting behind that curtain, every child thinks of 

which routine to use this time. A hand on the stomach sometimes 

worked. Pushing down hard with your tongue on the thermometer 

metal to generate heat so it’d beep above 98.6 was never foolproof, 

though holding it to a lamp was good. And then the old faithful voice 

loss sometimes got you nowhere but silenced all day while you tried to 

keep up the charade.  

No one knows who exactly invented Insta-sick, but rumor has it 

that it was a twelve year old boy. He found a way to make your 

temperature 99.9, your throat redden and your nose stuff for one full 

hour, and bottled it up in a 7.5 fl oz container.  

Most people couldn’t afford Insta-sick, let alone children, so it 

wasn’t terribly popular. Normal parents would never buy Insta-sick for 
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their kids and most children wanted to use it on their parents. 

Typically, when one kid got their hands on a bottle, the whole school 

found out and shared it, puzzling nurses everywhere why all the 

children in school always had a temperature of exactly 99.9 degrees.  

Two years ago, when the last bottle of Insta-sick was passed around 

Rumberry Elementary, Mrs. Watts the school nurse, was convinced 

her thermometer was broken and consequently threw it out. And the 

next one too. 

It was a true fact that Mr. and Mrs. Scotch never missed Piper’s 

birthday. It was the one day a year they made sure they were there, 

shiny-ribboned gift in hand. For this, Piper was grateful. Years ago, 

they bought her Insta-sick, against all things parental. They knew 

she’d never even dream of using it, feigning sick just wasn’t a Scotch 

thing to do. The Scotch family was made only of born leaders.  

Rather, they bought her Insta-sick hoping it would gain her some 

popularity at Rumberry Elementary. Since none of her classmates 

could ever possibly get their grubby hands on a bottle, they assumed 

this was a surefire way for Piper to make friends. She had never so 

much as interacted with another child before other than to correct them 

in class or claim her hand was surely raised first.  

It was no secret that Piper was very, very lonely. She often spoke to 

herself carrying on full conversations about this or that. On a good day 
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she spoke to her dolls and it just so happened that Piper had the kind of 

dolls that were programmed to talk back. Between them, Butter, 

Hundred the Robot, Mac the Butler, Levi the driver, Sebastian the 

Chef and Ada, her Nanny; she felt she had no real need to bribe her 

fellow classmates with Insta-sick. So, it remained tucked in her vanity 

drawer beneath some silks and sleeping masks. 

It wasn’t missing the school day that ultimately stopped her from 

guzzling a teaspoon of the bubbling pink medicine. God knows today 

was a day she’d like to miss. Well, today and every subsequent one 

now that she got that report card. Piper just couldn’t bring herself to 

have her very first taste of delicious bubble gum flavoring, the flavor 

that kids “oohed” and “ahhed” over, come from a bottle. It just wasn’t 

fair. Where was her juicy cube of nonstop fun? She couldn’t blow a 

bubble. She couldn’t stretch it the way she’d seen so many kids do 

before. She couldn’t make fun noises from one gulp off of a spoon. 

No, she simply wouldn’t settle for it. When she finally tried bubble 

gum flavor, it’d be from a real piece of gum. She was a Scotch and 

Scotch’s didn’t settle. 

That and the fact that Ada was just about to come in to draw the 

blinds and feed Butter. Piper hid the bottle under her covers and pulled 

them to her chin.  
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“Rise and shine Princess Piper, it’s a beautiful Autumn day and 

your Eggs Benedict awaits you,” Ada said this nearly every morning 

substituting seasons when necessary. 

The truth was Ada had been more like two parents all rolled up into 

one teeny, tiny Nanny anyway. Piper thought longingly about asking 

Ada to formerly adopt her right in that moment. That way, she could 

come in for the parent/ teacher conference. Problem solved.  

She knew it would never work. Everyone in Rumberry knew 

exactly what Mr. and Mrs. Scotch looked like, they had had their 

portrait in just about every newspaper and publication since the 

beginning of time. If not for their charitable contribution to such and 

such, then surely for their attendance at blah blah benefit dinner or the 

annual award they were being presented this year. 

Surely if there was one person who knew exactly what the famed 

Mr. and Mrs. Scotch looked like, it was Peggy VonPatten, the 

Principal and very person requesting a conference. Multiple 

conferences. A conference with every teacher who took part in ruining 

her life. Indeed, Peggy VonPatten would know Ada the Nanny, was 

merely a parent imposter. 

“Pi-per,” Ada said dramatically. 

“I’m awful sorry Ada.” 
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Ada tugged at the sheets gripped tightly in Piper’s small palms. 

Piper was careful not to let go and reveal the Insta-sick bottle, just in 

case she ever wanted to pull a fast one on Ada, after she’d finally had 

bubble gum of course. 

“I’m still very cold Ada, would you mind fixing me some tea and 

I’ll be right down?” 

Ada looked at Piper as though she’d grown a second head. In all her 

years of employment at Scotch Mansion, which was to date ten, Piper 

had never once been late to breakfast.  

“Are you feeling okay,” Ada put the backside of her hand to Piper’s 

forehead. 

Piper considered saying no and taking the Insta-sick while holding 

her nose and ignoring the flavor. 

“Yes Ma’am I feel fine, just chilly. Please apologize to Sebastian if 

the eggs are getting cold,” Piper said firmly. 

Ada knew there was no arguing with Piper and with that, she was 

gone. 
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Coney Island. 

(Fifteen Years Earlier) 

Edward P. Dunhill walked toe to heel in a straight line like he was 

walking on a tightrope. He had a tendency of doing this while he 

waited for the train, his imaginary tightrope running parallel to the 

tracks. He had a fidget in him, always, and the subway made him 

particularly uncomfortable.  

He wasn’t sure of where he was going. He had to tell someone the 

good news. Anyone. He had to get it off his chest. The only problem 

was that he was in New York City and the people of New York didn’t 

care that he was finally going to get his novel published. The people of 

New York City didn’t care if you were on fire, ash, ember and all. 

Edward paced the platform until the downtown train finally 

whizzed in gusting his hair over his careful part. His in-tow newspaper 

fluttered and as per usual Edward stepped a few inches back as the 

train roared through, always careful he didn’t fall victim to the Subway 

crazies that push people in front of trains. He squeezed himself in like 

a Tetris piece until he could fit all of his limbs somewhere in the car; 

one high arm, one low arm, one straight leg and one bent. Luckily, 

nearly every passenger scurried off over the next two stops of Port 

Authority and Herald Square. Edward now had a seat and could relax.   
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* * * * * 

Edward peeled his head from the metal pole and wiped the 

sideways drool from his cheek exactly one hour later. The train had 

stopped and he had ridden it all the way to the end, Coney Island. How 

did this happen? Edward had never fallen asleep on the subway before, 

Hell, he had just gotten the courage to start sitting on it. Was he that 

run down?  

As he criss-crossed the platform, he was as confused as ever. Then, 

he stopped dead. The way he saw it, he had two options. One was to 

go back to Manhattan where no one cared to celebrate his victory and 

the other, was to celebrate like a little boy by himself.  

He chose the latter. Edward, donned in slacks without a wrinkle and 

a tucked-in shirt, would go to Coney Island today.  

He walked to street level and found an eruption of reds, yellows, 

blues, signs, spokes, bubble letters, carnies and tantalizing sweets. It 

all had a vintage appeal which he liked and breathed in immediately. A 

smile found its way out on his serious face. 

Three hours later, covered in ketchup residue and pistachio ice 

cream drops, Edward was still very much amused, kicking dust piles 

up from the caramel gravel. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a 

woman, rotund and wildly unattractive. She was starting to take 

residence in his peripheral and he wondered why she’d be following 
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him. He shifted his weight and turned his track on a dime, hoping to 

derail her and afraid of what she might do. Was she the bearded lady? 

He didn’t see a beard but then again, he wasn’t exactly close enough to 

be conclusive about her shaving, or lack thereof.  

Edward walked quicker but she stayed about ten feet off no matter. 

Perhaps she was panhandling. He reached in his slacks and found a 

crumpled dollar and seventeen or so cents. He balled the money in his 

fists and turned toward her. 

“Is it money you need, Ma’am?”  

Edward simply didn’t feel like playing this cat and mouse game. He 

was no mouse. Not today. Today was his day. So if this tag game was 

necessary, well then he was the cat. 

“Stop, I don’t want your money,” the mysterious woman said. She 

held up her hand which was missing a thumb, but all four remaining 

fingers were adorned in rings; stones from the bottoms to the tips. 

“Are you a gypsy?”  

Edward wanted to ask more tactfully but the question sort of fell 

out of his mouth. He saw her jingling strands of gold, her overflowing 

skirt and silken handkerchiefs. 

“We can’t talk here, and I prefer the word Oracle,” she said matter-

of-factly. 
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“Look, I don’t mean to be rude but I’m just not interested in this 

sort of hocus pocus,” Edward said. He wasn’t even sure why he was 

still entertaining her. 

The woman smiled. Like she knew more than him. Like she knew 

everything. She did not protest. She treated him more like a moronic 

son than a customer. 

“Edward, you need to come with me,” she motioned and turned. 

Edward opened his mouth to spout more rejections when it clicked 

that she just knew his name for no good non-supernatural reason. 

Instead he said, “Okay. You win.” 

He followed her through cheap curtains and neon signs, a bit 

unnerved by the whole experience. The sandalwood scent of incense 

filled his nose.  

“What is your name anyway, since you seem to have found out 

mine?” he asked. 

The woman shuffled messily through an armoire decorated in 

stenciled flowers. The back of her hair resembled a bird’s nest. She 

hummed to herself. Edward sat on the corner of what seemed to be 

half of a chair.  

“Here we are,” she said, defiantly ignoring his question. She 

retrieved a piece of stationary, folded small. 
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Edward was beyond confused but took the paper from her 

outstretched hand, which she held between her pointer and middle 

fingers. 

“You asked me to give this to you, and my name is Rose,” she 

conceded. 

“I asked you to do what,” Edward asked. “I’ve never seen you 

before in my life, is this some sort of prank?”  

He began to get irritated. “I don’t know a Rose and I’ve never met a 

psychic— ” 

“Oracle.” 

“Whatever,” he said and continued to unfold the stationary. 

In what appeared to be a messier version of his own handwriting 

the note said the following: 

 

Rose, 

Please give me this note. I need to remember the title 

Artasium. I likely won’t believe you when you tell me the 

answer to my writer’s block is in that book, so I am writing 

this in my own handwriting. 

Eddie 

 

Edward read it three times. He looked for the forgery, looked for a 

sign of just which of his friends were pulling this stunt. 
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“I never go by Eddie, and this penmanship is atrocious,” he 

concluded. “Who gave this to you? Was it a beady little man named 

Frank?”  

Rose shook her head. 

“How about a tall fella nicknamed Jones?” 

Rose chewed her lip. “I don’t know those people, and I don’t quite 

know how to explain this to you.” 

“Oh, okay, so you just hand someone a letter that you’ve never met 

supposedly written by them themselves and that’s that?”  

Edward’s cheeks began to flush and adrenaline ambushed his 

serenity. 

“Would you like some Oolong tea?”  

This was all Rose came up with. 

“No I don’t want any tea from you! Next you’ll tell me I made the 

tea, I grew the leaves and exported the boxes!” 

“I didn’t know you grew tea,” Rose said half-serious. 

“This is too much! What is your gimmick, I pay you twenty dollars 

now or something?”  

Edward got up from the half chair. 

“It doesn’t work like that,” Rose replied. 

Edward ducked his head under the buzzing neon rectangle and 

collected a big breath before he said anything else or really blew his 
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top. He wanted to know who would’ve done this. Maybe someone he 

knew saw him there. That had to be it. He’d keep that note forever if 

he had to until he could figure out which one of his friends would do 

something so immature. To think the note said, “The answer to his 

writer’s block.” Ha! Little did they know he was about to be a very, 

very published author. What writer’s block? He was so angry that 

some juvenile prank interrupted his juvenile fun at Coney Island. He 

walked in a huff back to the Subway. 
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Scotchhoppers. 

 

Piper shifted elbows at the speckled island in her kitchen, her face 

squished into a very disenchanted look. Sebastian scraped the egg 

white goo from a heavy griddle, humming all the while.  

Piper sighed, loudly, resting her head atop one bended wrist, then 

the next. 

Hundred, the robot, rolled around Pipers stool. Twice.  

“Ms. Scotch,” said Hundred. 

“Yes, Hundred,” Piper answered, afraid he already knew too much. 

“You. Seem. Down,” Hundred said. 

Piper straightened her spine and swallowed the dread bubble in her 

throat. If there was one person, or non-person, Piper did not want 

finding out about her academic skydive it was perfect, never wrong, 

always calculated Hundred. He’d never understand! His programming 

couldn’t even compute human error. He was stoic when it came to 

mistakes and then there was the fact that he was her tutor! 

“I’m perfectly fine Hundred,” Piper lied. 

“You. Are. Fibbing.” 

“I am not fibbing and I am going to be tardy so please just retrieve 

my book bag.” 
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Luckily, Hundred was also programmed to do exactly as 

commanded so if Piper put it into his metal and wire brain that the 

conversation was over, the conversation was over. Hundred spun his 

wheels out of the kitchen defeated, but obedient. 

“Trouble with school, Ms. Scotch?” Sebastian (who rarely spoke 

out of show-tune) inquired quite randomly. 

Piper wasn’t sure after dodging half the staff today, why she didn’t 

just lie to Sebastian. Perhaps she was just exhausted. She was never a 

good liar. Good liars required good imagination, quick vivid thinking. 

This, Piper could not buy. 

“It’s not the classes you’d think Sebastian,” she blurted out.  

“Pardon?” 

“Well, I mean it’s not like I failed English or Math or the classes all 

the other kids have trouble with. Those kids ask for my help.”  

Piper was defensive. 

“So what seems to be the problem?” 

The problem, unfortunately, was all the other classes. The ones no 

one even cared about. She was certain people called them electives. As 

in, you can elect to care about them or not. Like music, and this new 

home economics they were enforcing, or art. Things that can’t even be 

taught anyway! 
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“They’re not even classes that mean anything,” Piper said under her 

breath. 

“Ah, I see . . . like cooking?” 

Sebastian began chopping a row of vegetables. His lack of reaction 

confused Piper. Did she offend him? Piper rose from her seat, 

collected her sweater and headed to the door. 

“Ms. Scotch, it’s very simple,” Sebastian said before she made it 

out. With a tap to the corner of a cutting board, he propelled an aerial 

leap of celery into a boiling pot. Piper watched as he flawlessly sunk 

the next line of diced onions like a diver show on the Discovery 

Channel. 

“Simple?”  

Now she was the one offended. Her situation was anything but 

simple. 

Sebastian propped a lid onto the scalding pot without looking and 

wiped down his knife. 

“Ms. Scotch, have you ever even heard of hopscotch?”  

“Hop what?” 

“Exactly my point my dear,” Sebastian said. He then began to hum 

his songs. 
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“Sebastian, with all due respect, I have no idea what you are talking 

about. Is this like a passed down Scotch family tradition or 

something?”  

Sebastian put down his knife, lowered the gas on the stove and 

turned to her. 

“Hopscotch, originally coined Scotch hoppers is a game that dates 

back to the 1600s, slightly before electronics.” 

“Does it help me pass my classes?”  

Piper was lost. 

“Sadly, no. It was a game that was invented of creativity. It 

involved chalk on a street or sidewalk, maybe a stone or a bag as a 

marker, hopping on one foot and that’s about it.” 

“Well that sounds awful,” Piper said. 

“You see, this is what I’m getting at. It was not awful. Children 

would play hopscotch for hours. Or throw a ball at a wall. Or make 

music from trash can lids. Or wrap their fingers in a game of strings. 

Amusement required imagination. So, children were inventive. Young 

lady, with all of your fancy toys, Hundred, the games and the gadgets, 

you simply don’t have a reason to make anything up.” 

Piper couldn’t imagine string or rocks providing amusement. She 

wasn’t quite certain she even believed him.  
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“So, what you’re saying is that children today have no choice but to 

fail those classes?” 

“Not exactly. You have more than most children today. Some can’t 

afford the things that you can, so they still have to get inventive. 

Maybe they have to make clothes that look expensive. Or they draw 

with pencils in their spare time because they don’t have video games.” 

Sebastian sounded kind, fatherly. 

“Should I send Hundred to buy pencils and strings?” 

Sebastian looked around and then lowered his voice leaning in 

closer before saying, “I wasn’t always a great chef. I struggled through 

culinary school mainly because I too once lacked that same inventive 

bug.” 

“So how did you get fixed?” Piper asked, amazed that Sebastian 

wasn’t always a great chef. 

“I took the advice of a colleague and took a book out at the library 

called Artasium. It changed my whole life.” 

“A book? I’ve never even been in a library.” 

Sebastian retrieved a long spoon and turned back to his pot. 

Hundred stood at the doorframe with her book bag and a woolen 

jacket. Piper took her lunch bag from the island and made a mental 

note to get to Rumberry Library today. Sebastian hummed. 
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Rumberry Library. 

Eddie Dunhill was already twelve minutes late. His stairs creaked 

as he ran down them with one pant leg un-legged, half his shirt 

buttoned lopsided and an inside out undershirt on, the smell of burnt 

toast hanging in the kitchen. He was going to lose this job now for 

sure. No matter how hard he tried to get to bed at a decent hour, his 

racing mind never slept before 4 A.M..  

His alarm clock was always set to a radio station in Spanish. It was 

the only thing that startled him enough to get out bed, clinging to his 

pillow and seriously deprived of a few hours daily. His clock today 

however, no habla Espanol and decided it wasn’t going to do anything 

at all. Nothing. Not even a beep.  

Today, twelve minutes past the hour, Eddie ran so fast down the 

creaking steps, he stepped prominently on the loose pant leg. He tore 

his slacks right down the middle and plummeted the rest of the way to 

the bottom. Eddie lied there a moment or two and let out a long sigh of 

despair. 

He was not cut out for a 9 A.M. job. He was not cut out for any job 

he had to show up at, dressed, five days a week. He was a writer. 

Once. He was a man full of prose and brilliant irony. 

Now, he was merely a cliché. The self-sabotaging, self-destructive 

writer splashing around in self-pity and burning his breakfast. He 
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slowly peeled himself from the floor. Clad in plaid boxer shorts and 

one fringed pant leg, he hobbled over to the hall closet to see if it 

offered any pants with two full legs.  

The closet, though filled to capacity, didn’t house a single hanger. 

Rather, piles of folded clothes stuffed in like a vertical laundry basket. 

A terrycloth robe jammed in next to long johns on top of Bermuda 

shorts and a Halloween mask from five years ago. Everyday he said 

he’d clean it all tonight. Every night, he said he’d clean it all 

tomorrow. And so on and so forth. 

Eddie found a pair of old corduroys in the way, way back that were 

just unwrinkled enough to get away with. As they spilled out from 

folded to non, a piece of paper hit the hardwood floor. He scooped it 

up and stepped into each leg hole clumsily. Eddie grabbed a blazer that 

didn’t match at all, shimmied himself in and stuffed the paper wad into 

the right pocket. He ran to the kitchen and pulled a charred (and cold) 

slice of bread from the toaster, and at exactly eighteen minutes late, he 

finally left. 

Eddie’s old Buick must have been talking this morning with his 

(non) Spanish alarm clock, for it also decided to do nothing at all. He 

let it rest then tried again, willing it to start, as puffs of cold left his 

mouth. Somehow it worked. He let it warm up though he had 
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absolutely no time to do so. He was however, settled on a partially true 

excuse for his tardiness, and with that he sat back and waited. 

Eddie arched back and retrieved the paper from his pocket. He 

could barely feel his fingers and consequently had a hard time opening 

the old note. He’d seen it before. Long ago.  

 

Rose, 

Please give me this note. I need to remember the title 

Artasium. I likely won’t believe you when you tell me the 

answer to my writer’s block is in that book, so I am writing 

this in my own handwriting. 

Eddie 

 

Ah. The old hoax from the psychic at least ten years ago. Was it 

fifteen? He couldn’t believe he’d hung onto it! Eddie remembered he’d 

told himself several times to investigate which of his so called friends 

pulled the prank, but like anything else on Eddie’s to-do list, it became 

just a fruitless bullet point.  

Artasium. Eddie wondered if that was even a real book. Maybe it 

was a movie. In all likelihood, it was probably nothing at all. He was 

determined to look into this. Maybe a former colleague wrote it. He’d 

have to get to Rumberry Library at some point. No. Not at some point. 

Today. Enough of this “at some point.” He’d get to the library once he 
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apologized profusely for his “car not starting” which made him at least 

. . . 29 minutes late. Twenty-nine! He threw the car into reverse and 

sped as best he could down Rumberry Lane. 
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* * * * * 

Piper was just about to close her science book when she saw a 

teacher whiz by in the hallway. She had been thinking about what 

Sebastian said all throughout class. Artasium. How could one dumb 

book change her life? How could one dumb book provoke 

imagination? Was it true that Sebastian wasn’t a good chef once? The 

very same man who cracked eggs on the side of a spatula with his eyes 

closed? Impossible. She realized she was braiding her hair, something 

she did when she was zoned out. She was supposed to be reading 

about cloud formation. Her hand finally shot upright. 

“Miss Wheeler?” 

“Yes, Piper,” Miss Wheeler looked up from her desk and smiled 

two perfect lines of white.  

“May I please go to the library?” Piper asked. 

“Whatever for?” 

“I . . . just wanted to get some extra information on this. I am really 

interested in . . . the weather.” 

“You are? That’s wonderful initiative!” Mrs. Wheeler beamed. 

“Yes, I am hoping to be a weatherman someday,” Piper said. 

Bobby Minor snorted. “Piper hopes to be a man someday!” And 

with that, the whole class went up in a contagious laughter. 

“Yes, Piper, why don’t you go,” Miss Wheeler said. 
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Piper knew Miss Wheeler was worried that she’d feel like she was 

being taunted or teased. Little did she know that Piper was beyond 

beyond used to it. 

She quickly packed her things into their compartments, zipped up 

and scooted out of her desk. It was sad, but she wasn’t entirely sure 

she even knew where the library was. No one ever really used it. It was 

like having a museum of artifacts on display in the school. It was fun 

to look at once but after that it sort of lost its appeal. 
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* * * * * 

“So you see, Principal Von Patten, the Buick is in bad shape and 

honestly it took me one hour to get her started today, I am very sorry,” 

Eddie said. 

“Is that the best you could come up with today, Mr. Dunhill? One 

would think with all the extra time you had this morning, surely you 

could have cooked up something better than a bum engine,” Mrs. Von 

Patten said. 

Yes. Yes it was the best he could come up with. Eddie actually 

thought the excuse was brilliant.  

“Mr. Dunhill, I’m afraid this is your final warning. If you are tardy 

to work so much as one more time, I will terminate you before you 

even arrive with your poorly thought up excuse,” she said. 

Was Mrs. Von Patten threatening or promising? 

Eddie laughed nervously and fought the urge to crack a bad Arnold 

Schwarzenegger accent and “Terminator” joke.  

“Yes, I understand. If it’s all right with you I am just going to swing 

by the library to broaden my curriculum for my next class,” Eddie 

said. 

“You’d better do something Edward. Your last class got worksheets 

from your aid and instead made paper planes. Good day Mr. Dunhill,” 

she said. 
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Peggy Von Patten had almost a military exit. Eddie caught the 

breath that had escaped him, grabbed some keys off of his desk and 

began to exit his office, nervously spilling his entire Mad Libs 

collection which was quite expansive. 

Now where was the library?  

He was the English teacher, he should know these things.  
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* * * * * 

With no librarian in sight, Piper searched feverishly up and down 

the aisles. Rows and columns of books of all sizes, colors, lengths and 

widths. Soft ones, hard ones, short ones, tall ones, she ran her palm 

along their bindings somewhat enchanted by them. 

Hundreds of books. No thousands. Millions of pages. Billions of 

thoughts and words. Yet not a soul in sight, not even the librarian. 

Where was everyone? 

Then, she thought she heard a noise. And again. A step. 

Piper found the shelves containing titles starting with “A,” her eyes 

darting back and forth, down low and up high. Finally there in metallic 

lettering over brown leather was the word she’d looked for all day. 

Artasium. 

Alas, it was on the top shelf and she couldn’t reach it. Even on tip 

toes, there was just no way she could stretch that high. She needed a 

step ladder, or something to stand on. She spotted an old wobbly 

looking stool about ten feet away and drug it over. If she stood on the 

tippy top of her toes on the tippy top of the stool, she could just about 

reach when . . . a hand from practically nowhere snatched the book 

right as her little fingers had made contact. 

“Excuse me,” Piper said with a backwards glance. 

Mr. Dunhill, a teacher at the school, barely acknowledged her.  
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“Mister, I was about to take that same book,” she squeaked. 

“Sorry kid, you’ll have to find another one, there are plenty here. I 

need this for, work,” Eddie said, authoritatively. 

“Very well but my chef said I need this here book, not another one, 

and it is quite the emergency.” 

“Well a psychic told me about this book fifteen years ago.”  

Eddie realized how ridiculous he sounded. “Wait, you have a 

chef?” 

“You have a psychic?”  

Piper’s eyes lit up. 

Eddie felt foolish. “No matter. I just want to see which of my 

colleagues wrote the darned thing and it is all yours kiddo.”  

Eddie laid the book on a long wooden table. 

“So, after you look, it’s mine?”  

Piper grabbed a frayed corner, determined to stake her claim. 

Eddie sighed and opened the book, thumbing through page after 

page. He searched for an author, a photo, a biography, a copyright, 

anything. There was nothing, not a word to be found in the entire 

book. Piper gulped at the nothingness. 

“I don’t understand,” he said. 

Piper couldn’t believe her eyes. 
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Again, Eddie leafed through page after empty page. Piper’s 

perplexity grew. 

She grabbed the book and fanned it all out, turned it upside down, 

checked front to back, back to cover. 

This made no sense. 

“Well, a fine prank indeed,” Eddie said. 

“Prank?” 

“Never mind. You want it, it’s yours.” 

“What good is it? This was supposed to help my imagination 

grow,” Piper huffed. 

“Weird. I suppose it was supposed to do the same for me.” 

 They both stared at the pages as if they could will words to appear. 

“Maybe we need some sort of decoder, or it’s in invisible ink,” 

Piper said. 

“Excuse me,” a voice said. They turned to see a woman no taller 

than a broom with graying hair standing near the desk; the librarian 

they supposed. 

“No, excuse us. It appears your facility has been robbed,” Eddie 

said.  

They headed toward the woman, Piper clutching the empty book. 

The librarian seemed to not have heard him. She clicked a tiny green 

desk lamp off with a hanging chain. 
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“I apologize folks, the library will be closing now,” she said. She 

smiled, giving no indication that she had heard what Eddie had said. 

“Closing?” Piper asked. 

“Yes sweetheart,” the librarian replied, without looking at them. 

“What sort of library closes in the morning?” Piper asked Eddie. 

“What sort of library has empty books,” Eddie said to both her and 

himself. 

The librarian continued clicking off the switches, killing the lights 

one by one and ignoring their comments. 

Book in hand, Piper headed to the door, with Eddie close behind. 

What was she going to do now? How could this ever fix her report 

card? Her conferences? She saw no way it could help, but she decided 

to keep the book until she could find the answer. The room was so 

dark, the librarian wouldn’t notice. 

As they walked through the door, the answers found them instead. 
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Jack. 

The halls of Rumberry Elementary were no longer. The mustard 

yellows, the streaky caked windows, the rows of blue lockers standing 

side by side. Gone. All at once, the school was nowhere to be seen. 

Eddie and Piper found themselves outside in a broad valley of plush 

grass. A gust of dragonflies flew overhead, their double sets of wings 

glistening in the brilliant sunshine.  

They couldn’t see anything in the distance, certainly not Rumberry 

Elementary. The sky was pink like sunset and the air was still. Piper 

looked up at Eddie, still clutching Artasium in her tiny hand. 

“What happened?” Piper asked. 

Eddie’s eyes squinted in confusion. They peered left, then right, in 

front, then behind. It didn’t help. 

From somewhere or maybe nowhere at all, came a voice. A very 

odd voice, one that spoke hastily and in a thick accent. 

“Two of you, two of you at once! I’ve never! I don’t! I can’t,” said 

the voice, and then a long exasperated sigh that sounded like it could 

be preceding a fainting. 

Startled out of their wits, Piper and Eddie spun around to find a 

man of about three and half feet. He had the face of a boy, the ears of a 

bunny, the chest of a man, but a lower half like a jack rabbit. 

He spoke like an Englishman with a rapid tongue.  
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“I can’t. I don’t. How? ”  

Another long sigh. 

“Who are you? Where are we?” Eddie managed to get out. 

The rabbit-man carried a thick green book with old shining gold 

pages in his hand-paw. A furry thumb was wedged between some 

pages. As he sat, the pages began turning themselves. 

“There’s nothing in here about two,” he said, fully conversational 

with himself. 

“Mister, what’s your name and what town are we in?” Piper 

questioned, feeling strange talking to a jack rabbit.  

The creature looked up, his eyes were grey and his furry ears 

flopped down. 

“What good is a name? What’s a name? Who decides a name? Call 

me name! No, no call me Jack,” he said sounding frantic. 

“Well, Jack,” Eddied said, “there seems to be a mix up. We were 

just at our school library and —” 

“Hush! I know you don’t understand. Of course you don’t 

understand. You couldn’t begin to imagine because you’re naturally 

starved for imagination or you wouldn’t be here. Good God folks, I 

have been doing this for centuries. I just have never seen two of you 

come through at once before,” he said. 

 Poor Jack sounded beside himself. 
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“Come through?” Eddie and Piper asked in unison. 

Jack sighed again, clearly frustrated. He let out a long exasperated 

groan. 

He then cleared his throat and gained composure. “Do you know 

what powers your house? Your things? Your . . .  gadgets?”  

Jack’s British tongue so strong it was almost impossible to 

understand him. 

“Electricity,” Piper answered promptly as though answering a 

question in class. 

Jack pointed. “A gentleman went out on a mental limb so to speak 

and due to this, a kite and key and a bolt of lightning power your 

house.” 

“Okay . . . ” 

Eddie and Piper looked at one another, both completely missing the 

point.  

“Genius comes from imagination. Art. Music. Poetry. They all 

come from the same place. Each person has a mind map if you will. 

Those that begin to navigate their maps just a little differently than the 

next chap, are the ones that find it. They spot a turn or a corner in their 

mental labyrinth, where someone else simply forgot to look. That turn, 

is the birth of brilliance, of all that’s new, of innovation, of gadgetry. 

When people are sent here, it’s because their mind map is, well, 
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broken or all together missing.” Jack said all of this without taking a 

breath. 

“Sent? What do you mean sent? You said when people are ‘sent’ 

here,” Eddie said. 

“Yes, calls went out for both of you. The details of that don’t really 

matter right now. You should concern yourself with how you get out 

Mr. Dunhill, not how you got in,” Jack said serious for the first time. 

 “This is too much.  A psychic sent me!”  

Eddie began to walk away. 

“So now what?” Piper asked. She was sullen but composed. 

Jack seemed to search his brain for the best play.  

“Here, let me ask you something,” Jack began matter-of-factly. 

He pointed far into the distance and both Piper and Eddie turned 

their attention. Jack pointed at a strand of trees, barely visible across 

miles of overgrown grass blades. 

“What do you see?” 

Piper started to open her mouth but Eddie cut her off.  

“This is a trick, don’t answer him,” he said. 

“No trick, it’s a simple question,” Jack said. 

“A forest and a whole lot of nothing,” Eddie snapped.  

Piper just nodded her little head. 

“See?” Jack said, defiant. 
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“No.” Eddie said. He sounded very irritable. 

“I don’t see what you two see. Or rather what you don’t see, I do 

see,” said Jack. 

He pulled a pair of wire glasses from his coat that looked as though 

two mini kaleidoscopes were placed in the lens holes. 

“Now put these on,” Jack said and extended the kaleidoscope 

glasses. 

“My vision is just fine thank you,” Eddie said. 

Ignoring Eddie, Piper pulled the tiny bifocals into her palm. She 

perched them on her nose. Her face lit up immediately. 

She could see rows of crops sewn into the lush dirt, a huge duck 

pond nearly right in front of her shoe filled with a circling family of 

tangerine colored ducks, a volcano far in the distance spilling 

iridescent fountains, a wide river of bubbling water and she was fairly 

certain a dog resembling a lion was bound straight for the three of 

them.  

“Beaterman!” 

“What?” Eddie said. 

Piper was too distracted to notice either of them. 

“Her face says she can finally see Beaterman, my dion,” Jack said. 

“Your what?”  

Eddie’s frustration was growing. 
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Jack exhaled. “I’m going too fast for the both of you. This is why I 

can’t coach two. I need one. Let me back up. But Edward, please be so 

kind as to put on the spectators.” 

“Spectacles?” 

“Spectators,” Jack repeated. 

Eddie yanked them from Piper who was still dazed and dazzled. He 

half-heartedly looked through one eye and slowly raised the other in 

shock.  

“Fancy glasses, but that’s all there is to this.” Eddie said and 

yanked them off. 

“Okay. Then place your hand in the duck pond and tell me how 

your hand feels,” said Jack. He sounded like he was tiring of Eddie’s 

skepticism.  

Eddie reached down and plunked his work cuff right into a splash. 

He yanked his sopping arm up in disbelief. 

“Now, like I said, from the top. I deal with a case about every five 

years, sometimes less, never more. It is rare that a human is devoid of 

all imagination. Or it used to be. It seems to be more and more 

common lately as your world provides more distraction.” 

 Eddie held the glasses and shot Jack a dirty look. 

Jack opened his manual and licked his finger-paw for page retrieval 

completely ignoring Eddie’s glare. He continued at his rapid-fire pace 
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of British dialogue. Jack began reading, “Human will enter at vortex 

just South of Esrever Island, likely to still be in possession of Artasium 

hard copy. Approach softly and gingerly as they will be in a somewhat 

confused state. Offer spectators to depict life with an imagination, it 

will help validate their experience. Do NOT explain the game, the grid 

or the exit. This is for them and them alone to work out. Directions for 

each island are given away only in the welcome rhyme. The dangers,” 

Jack gulped and shifted his eyes at this, “will be disclosed in the 

warning labels and finally, please touch on collection tokens briefly. If 

the humans have any questions, read this passage and only this passage 

aloud and then pass on the Guidebook, which they can keep until the 

end. If human does not leave Artasium please contact an officer at 

Found Valley immediately, yadda yadda and so on and so forth,” Jack 

concluded. 

“What’s yadda yadda?” Eddie asked. 

“What’s if we don’t leave Artasium?” Piper added. 

Piper’s eyes began to well up with tears. “I may not go home,” she 

started. “But I have to go to school and . . . .”  

It dawned on her she may have just found the answer to 

conferences. She then shut up. Was this why Sebastian told her about 

Artasium? To get her permanently stuck here so she would never have 
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to confront this report card? She could just live here with all the colors 

and the lion dogs. 

Jack closed the book and held it out. 

“All the answers you need are in the Guidebook, Miss Scotch. 

There are five islands that make up Artasium. Each with compromised 

transportation to the next. The longer you fail to produce imagery or 

imagination, the longer you will be here. For me to walk you through 

each challenge, would only be you two cheating yourselves. However, 

you do get to call on me . . .  twice,” Jack said and began to open his 

jacket breast. 

Sewn inside was a pocket of sorts that housed an army of paint 

brushes. He pulled one with the delicacy of a Cuban cigar and handed 

it to Piper. “I can offer you this with the small hint that you are always 

on one big canvas here. You will know how to get me when you need 

to, just use your two times wisely.” 

Piper nodded accepting the paintbrush like an ancient sword 

retrieval challenge. 

“Last but not least, I will divulge two more critical pieces of 

information. One, is that your objective of every island is to get a 

completion token, without it you will be indeed stuck on that island. 

Two, is that there are three known dangers on Artasium, each can 

result in eternal change or even fatality.” 
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With that, Jack was gone. Just a pair of spectators on a pile of fur. 

They heard the bark of Beaterman, clearly and close, most likely 

disgruntled that his master had just vanished. 

Eddie seemed dumbfounded as he took the Guidebook from Piper 

and handed her the spectators.  

Piper, no longer interested in leaving, stowed them, along with the 

copy of Artasium and the paintbrush in her book bag. 

“Mr. Dunhill?” 

“Yes?” 

“How come you don’t have an imagination if you’re old?” 

Eddie nearly choked. “How come you don’t have one if you’re 

young?” 

Piper shrugged. 

“I’m not old,” Eddie muttered as he cracked open the Guidebook.  

He scanned the Table of Contents. It might as well have been in 

Chinese. 
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Esrever Island. 

 

“The Islands,” Eddie read aloud.  

Piper perked up. 

“. . . are as follows, in no particular order: Esrever Island, Hybrid 

Hollow, Baker’s Dozen, Found Valley and Pendulum Clutz.” 

Piper was certain she’d heard of one of those names before. “What 

was that last one?” 

“Pendulum Clutz?” 

“No before that.” 

“Baker’s Dozen?” 

“That one. I’ve heard that before. Or perhaps seen it?”  

Piper knew what she was saying was probably impossible. 

Eddie furrowed his eyebrows in obvious confusion and continued 

reading: “You are beginning at what’s known as Drawing Board with 

hopefully two books, one paintbrush but no paint, a pair of spectators 

and a vile of Arrowroot powder. You may recognize that this is where 

your phrase ‘back to the drawing board’ originated. You are correct in 

that assumption.” 

“Arrow what?” 
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Eddie scanned the ground, with no idea what the Guidebook was 

referring to. He scratched his head, staring at the book, still stuck on 

the drawing board theory. 

 “You are to follow Dorayme River to your first destination. When 

it is critical you will know how to cross the river, but for now remain 

on the West Bank. Mad Monkey Bar runs through all of the islands as 

well, and it is recommended to use early. The river is a much tougher 

bet until you gain some experience. The islands follow the shape of a 

traditional painter’s palette. Head North and good luck,” Eddie 

finished.  

He looked at Piper who seemed to be scouring the dirt for 

something that she had no idea what it looked like. Neither did he for 

that matter. 

Piper pulled at a grass blade that refused to let go of the ground.  

“Let’s get going,” Eddie said. 

“Why are you in such a rush to get back home, to nothing?” 

Eddie was taken aback. How could a ten year old not have anything 

to get back to? How he wished he was only ten! He thought for a 

moment. Now that she posed the question, he supposed he really had 

no imminent need to go home. Nevertheless, what was he going to do 

here forever? Live in a fantasy world? Plus, he really didn’t like the 

sound of the three dangers, a part of the book he was avoiding. 
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Piper slowly rose to her feet and dusted off her bottom, assuming 

he was never going to answer her question.  

They finally began walking. They walked and walked and walked. 

Then they walked some more. They walked for what felt like days, but 

there was no sign of a river. There was no sign of anything. No Mad 

Monkey Bar. No Arrowroot. Just blankets of grass and a beating sun. 

They began to get bored and hungry, but Piper still had her packed 

lunch. 

Eddie sat in a grassy knoll and Piper opened her crinkled bag and 

split her sandwich and water. 

“Maybe,” Piper said in between bites, “we should put the spectators 

on.” 

“Will you stop! They are glasses,” Eddie snapped. 

“They don’t look like glasses.” 

Piper grabbed the wire-rimmed kaleidoscopes. What fun they 

showed in the distance! 

Flocks of neon ravens, a peacock baby, myriads of dragonflies, 

glistening mountains made of rainbows and fine colored sands like the 

kind you people to fill plastics. Piper lowered the glasses and sighed. 

“I just don’t get it,” she said as she handed them back to Eddie. 

From somewhere above them, came an echo. Not an ordinary echo,  

an echo of pure mockery. 
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“It get don’t just I, it get don’t just I,” said the puny voice. 

Piper and Eddie both looked upwards at the sound. There was a 

winding tree trunk developing in front of them, root to tip. It began as 

sheets of paper and swirled into bark, a masculine trunk then formed 

ring for ring. Then circles of branch grew and spun and spread and 

wound. Tiny buds at first then hundreds of Fall leaves in burnt sienna 

and honey, cinnamon and marigold. It was the most stunning tree 

either of them had ever seen. And it was certainly not there a minute 

ago. 

Eddie was shocked, Piper was elated. 

She extended her palm to touch the bark. Then came the puny 

voice. 

“It get don’t just I,” it riddled again like a nagging child poking fun 

at the way something was said. 

Eddie touched the film on a waxy leaf, amazed at what he just 

witnessed. He felt inspired. He felt . . . like writing. 

Just then an eyeball appeared between two branches. Then two. 

Then two more, a bit higher in the thicket. 

“What is it?” Eddie asked. 

“It is what, it is what,” said a creature that flew out and then faster 

than lightening ducked back in. That answered what the voice and 
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eyeballs were attached to, but it moved so fast, neither of them even 

knew what they’d just seen. 

“I have no idea.” 

“Idea no have I, idea no have I,” the voice mocked again. 

Then, much quieter, came a third mocking echo, “I have no idea”. 

A burst of color flew out of the tree, then in. 

Piper whispered this time.  

“They’re repeating whatever we say.” 

Eddie whispered as well, “Are the first two drunk, because they’re 

not getting it right.” 

This was the first time Piper saw Eddie smile. 

Piper crouched lower to not be heard.  

“The first two are saying it backwards.” 

Eddie crouched down also. 

“Pssst.” 

“What did you just say?” Eddie asked. 

“I didn’t say anything, I thought that was you.” 

“Psssssssst.” It was drug out this time. 

Piper looked up, then left, then right. Eddie, studied the ground. 

A tiny mushroom, speckled and fat, looked up at them, a beaming 

smile on its face. 

Eddie pointed. 
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 Piper, delighted, went for its head. 

“Don’t touch me,” The mushroom snapped. 

“Oh! I’m sorry,” Piper said. 

“No. You’re not. I don’t believe you.” 

Piper didn’t know what to say. 

I’m only here to tell you that them, up there… those are Peatries. 

They repeat what’s in earshot, but in reverse. They’re a pain.” 

“But why?” Piper questioned. 

“Why at all or why backwards?” 

Piper thought. “Why backwards?” 

“Child, have you not yet been to Esrever! Everything is backwards! 

You ask me, it’s the toughest of all the islands. If the Peatries are 

close, then we must be close.” 

“Don’t you know?” Eddie asked. “You do live here.” 

The mushroom looked insulted. “We constantly move honey. Never 

a day in the same place. I just sprouted here this morning. You better 

brace yourself, everything you know is about to be turned upside 

down.” 

“Upside Down?” 

“What are you a Peatry now? That’s what I said isn’t it?” 

Piper bit her lip, afraid to ask a dumb question. 



The	  Peculiar	  Tale	  of	  Artasium	  
 

55 
 

“Why do you look like someone twisted you?” the mushroom 

asked. 

“How come I heard one Peatry say something right, er . . . 

forwards?” 

“Least one of you is smart,” the mushroom said. It looked at Eddie 

who rolled his eyes. 

“Remember this poem my dear.  Peatries travel in threes, they live 

only in brand new trees, two speak Esreverese, but one always repeats 

with ease.” 

“So one always says it right?” 

“Something like that. More like one reverses the reverse. Which has 

it come out in normal order.” 

Piper thought she understood. 

“I’ve got to be going but just so you don’t waste any time, know 

that a Peatry is not permissible as an answer to the Esrever Puzzle, 

even though one does seemingly go forward, its merely a backward 

backwards,” the mushroom warned. 

“Please don’t go,” Piper pleaded. 

“Please do,” Eddie muttered under his breath. He had been insulted 

by a talking mushroom. As if things weren’t bad enough. 

“What is your name, how do we find you,” Piper inquired, ignoring 

Eddie’s retort. 
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“You don’t. I find you. And I already did. My name is Alpho.” 

With that, he was gone. Back into the soil. Three roots came up in 

his place with long slender leaves where flowers should have been.  

 “I want to know more!” 

“More know to want I, more know to want I,” two rapid bursts of 

crimson called and flew out then flew in. 

“I want to know more,” then came softly from the treetop. 

“Piper, let’s keep walking, these guys are giving me a headache,” 

Eddie said in a low voice. 

Piper fingered the soil for any trace of Alpho. “Maybe if I imagine 

extra hard.”  

She squeezed her eyes shut. 

“He, it, wasn’t very friendly anyway,” Eddie said. 

“To you!” 

Piper perched herself back up. Eddie grabbed her knapsack. 

The soil was beginning to turn to mud, as if water was near by. 

They walked about another forty feet while Eddie thumbed through 

the Guidebook. 

 “The Esrever Riddle,” he started.  

 

“A” to “Z” is “Z” to “A” 

Day is night and night is day. 

What went up now goes down 
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What goes forward in this town? 

 

And with that something hit him on the head. Hit him so hard that 

he fell into the mud. 
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Sdrawkcab. 

“Why are there two of you!” a voice yelled. 

Eddie pulled himself up, a bit dizzied by what had just happened. 

Piper and Eddie both looked around, but saw no one. There was a 

horizontal row of stand-alone elevators, paced evenly apart like a 

neighborhood of homes. 

There were patches of flowers stuck to the ground with stems 

sprouting from their tops and cottony clouds lingering low. 

Eddie began to clean the mud away when it but as soon as he 

started it dripped right off instead.  

Piper spotted a hand holding open one of the elevator doors and she 

tugged on Eddie’s shirt and pointed. 

The pair crept quietly toward the open door, their gaze pinned to the 

sky for more flying objects. 

The mystery person began whistling lowly, as if waiting 

impatiently for the two to approach. Sure enough, as they got in view, 

they saw a gangly character with bug eyes and a bow tie resting 

leisurely on the elevator wall, one hand propping the doors open, the 

other on his hip. 
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“Nobody has answered me, why are there two of you?” the strange 

character asked. 

“And who are you sir?” Piper asked. 

He moved his hand and viewed his nails as if to file them, avoid 

contact or both.  

“I am Rubino, the Mayor of Esrever Island, and who my dear are 

you?” 

“I’m Piper and this is Mr. Dunhill.” She outstretched her hand. 

Rubino pulled back his hand and stuck them in his pockets instead. 

Piper and Eddie were both fully inside the elevator box. 

The elevator began to plummet, quite quickly. Eddie grabbed the 

steel bar behind him, so as not to fall again.  

Rubino, unfazed, began to act like a tour guide. 

“In case you haven’t noticed, our buildings and houses are built 

downwards. Elevators are available for your convenience at the ground 

level and will descend accordingly to your other floors, ending with 

the first. Please note that our ground scrapers will take a bit longer to 

reach the lobby.” 

“So, we are essentially headed hundreds of feet below ground 

level,” said Eddie.  

“Yes Sir, that is correct.”  

“Wonderful.” 
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“This is so much fun,” Piper said.  

Neither Eddie nor Rubino seemed amused. Serious, yes, but not 

amused.  

The digital number at the top of the doors rounded 25 and then read 

‘G’ and the elevator slowed then stopped. 

“Ground,” said Rubino, in a most formal manner. 

The doors opened. 

Piper and Eddie were hesitant to walk out. Rubino lead. 

“Welcome to the Exit Center, where you will begin your journey,” 

Rubino said. He waited as if to see them off. 

“What do we do now?” Piper asked. 

Eddie turned the pages of the Guidebook, but found nothing more 

about Esrever beyond the riddle. 

“I can only offer so much help. I have very little to do with this 

city,” Rubino said. 

Eddie looked puzzled. “But you’re the mayor.” 

“Right. Which means the mailman holds more weight. I don’t 

expect you to catch on quickly, no one does. All I can do is nudge you 

in the right direction. There is a desk in front of you and a desk behind 

you. If you can figure out which way to walk, you will get the 

appropriate exit packet, which in your world, would be your welcome 

info.” 
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“So we need to walk backwards,” Piper said. 

“Do we physically need to walk backwards? Or just walk to the 

back in the normal way, facing forward? Or would that be facing 

backward?” Eddie asked. Poor Eddie began to confuse himself. 

Piper scrounged her eyebrows and her lips puckered to the side, just 

as puzzled. 

“It’s to your discretion, everything is. The way Artasium works is 

the more imaginative you get, the more you are rewarded. Again there 

are packets at both desks. The wrong one, will mislead you, but don’t 

worry. It won’t kill you.” 

Piper looked up at Eddie. “Let’s walk backwards and behind us, I 

don’t want to take chances.” 

She turned to Rubino and thanked him. 

He tipped his head like he wore a hat and walked backwards to the 

elevator. He took it up, to the top, or was it the bottom? 

Piper and Eddie worked on walking like a crab. It wasn’t as easy as 

it seemed. 

When they finally reached the desk, a stack of paperwork sat atop a 

paper weight. Eddie pulled it off. Exit packets for Piper Scotch and 

Edward Dunhill. Eddie stood there skimming them a moment when 

they both heard a small voice.  

“Goodbye?” 
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It was obvious this was a greeting.  

“Goodbye,” Piper proclaimed. 

A fat, young girl with a squirrel’s nose sat on the chair behind the 

desk, too short to peek over. She popped her gum loudly like a 

teenager with far better to do. 

“Please leave your toe prints, the ink pads are on the desk. Your 

badges are being printed. Then you can take the elevator back up,” the 

squirrel-girl said. 

“Toe prints? Lovely,” said Eddie. 

Eddie was less than enthused to take off his shoes and thin socks. 

Especially since his socks didn’t match. Placing them on the side, he 

did as instructed and marked a big toe on each identifying square. 

Piper followed. 

“This is kind of fun,” she said and giggled. 

“Dipping your toes in ink is far from fun. Now, fingers on the other 

hand, no pun intended, is different. I remember finger painting from 

when I was little boy.” 

This was the second time Piper saw Eddie light up. It was such a 

rarity, that she felt she should pay attention to the things that made him 

happy. She couldn’t understand why any adult would be sad. Adults 

had so much to be happy about. They could do anything. They had no 

rules. No curfew. They could go anywhere in the world. No report 
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cards either. The thought of a report card almost made her groan out 

loud. 

Eddie continued to think of his childhood. What a wonderful time 

in comparison to now. He longed for the days of games and adventure. 

Nights where he chased fireflies. Days of naming cloud shapes. No 

responsibility. You could do anything . . .   

Fully shoed and sneakered, they set back out through the elevator 

and up the 25 floors to the, er, bottom. 

Again it opened to a rather foggy and dismal weather pattern. The 

upside down flowers looked like they needed water. Odds were that 

the water needed the flowers. 

Eddie perused the packets while Piper rifled through her book bag.  

“It looks like we’re on a wild goose chase for something that goes 

forward. The streets are made of numbered elevators, just like 

addresses on houses. We are welcome to ring the doorbells on any of 

the elevators and meet the locals. We can search the treeless forests, 

we can dig, we can climb, we can snoop. There really are no rules. 

When we finally have an answer, we bring it straight to the Welcome 

Door and collect our first token.” 

Piper was half listening and half looking for food. 

“How or what do we eat here? Or does something eat us?” 
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Although she laughed, Eddie wasn’t sure just how far-fetched her 

joke really was. He mentally noted to look out for aerial teeth. 

As he hung his neck back, a groundhog flew overhead.  

“I’m guessing any birds in this town are burrowing holes 

underneath us,” Eddie said. 

It looked like it was beginning to turn to night, when a loud bell 

went off. It sounded like an antique church bell with an echo of cast 

iron. The type of bell that sounded the start class on an Ivy League 

campus.  

Buttons lit up, up and down the street and tiny dings signed off in 

sequence. It was as though the town had just woken up. 

As the elevator doors began to slide, the townspeople began to pour 

out, most still in their pajamas. 

Eddie and Piper looked at one another, aware by now that people 

must wake at dusk. 

“Eggs Benedict!” 

* * * * 

Piper’s stomach growled. Someone just said the magic words. Eggs 

Benedict? That just wasn’t fair. 

Eddie and Piper watched as tons of locals spilled from their homes; 

some headed to work, others started for church. A paperboy made 
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rounds scooping up newspapers and adding them to his bicycle basket. 

What an awkward time to start a day, there was no light! 

A few of the pedestrians started to take notice of Piper and Eddie. 

They hurried their children in front of them, picking up their pace a 

bit. 

No one seemed to want to acknowledge them. It appeared that no 

one had cars either, just a lot of foot traffic in many directions. 

Piper’s eyes stayed fixed on the heavyset woman who called to her 

family about Eggs Benedict. She wore a handkerchief in her hair and a 

long dress. She hummed beautifully to herself and began to clip dry 

clothing to a wire.  

Piper looked on and finally the woman met her gaze. 

She clipped and hummed while nervously looking away and then 

back at them. It was clear she could help them but she wasn’t sure if 

she should.  

Piper nudged Eddie in the ribs. “That woman,” she said.  

“The crazy one hanging out bone dry clothing?” 

“She’s not crazy.” 

“She sure looks crazy.” 

“I think she looks friendly. I think she wants to help us.” 

“What makes you think that? She hasn’t said a word.” 

“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”  
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With that, Piper began to walk over to the woman hanging the dry 

clothes on the line outside an elevator. 

“Excuse me Ma’am,” Piper said ever so softly. 

Hmmmmm, hmmmm, hummm. The woman raised an eyebrow, but 

kept on humming. 

“Perhaps you could help us. We are new to Esrever Island. I heard 

you mention food and I was wondering if you knew where we could 

get some.” 

The woman stopped humming. 

She wrung a pair of flannel pants as though water would drip and 

affixed two wooden pins to either side. 

Then, she motioned for Piper to follow without saying a word. 

Piper turned and shot a look to Eddie and Eddie followed. 

The woman retreated to her respective elevator and when everyone 

was piled in, she hit the up arrow, to of course go down. The three got 

in. The elevator sunk and still, she was mum. 

The entire ride was in silence when finally around the fourth story 

down-up, the door slid slowly and the woman heavily stomped out. 

The many smells of glorious foods wafted through the air. It 

smelled of pumpkin, nutmeg and berries, oats and sizzling bell 

peppers. Eddie and Piper’s stomachs spoke for themselves. 
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The house was quite confusing, no surprise there. Televisions 

served as seats, they faced the couch as though the couch was the 

entertainment. The ceilings were carpeted, the floors were spackled. 

Of course there were no windows. Come to think of it there were none 

in the ground scraper either. What was there to see anyway? Dirt and 

gravel sure made a poor view. 

The rotund woman, with a basket in her hand, turned the corners of 

her home rapidly and headed straight to the stove. She pulled an ice 

cube first from her freezer and just like that, ignited a fire on the oven 

top. A fire lit by ice, now that was a picture to see! 

Piper looked delighted. Eddie watched her eyes light up with a 

glow never before present. She assumed a seat on top of a small table, 

never breaking view like watching a magic show, afraid of what she’d 

miss of the wonders up someone’s sleeve. 

There were four small tables circled around a single chair. Eddie 

was so hungry as well; even his sharp-witted tongue couldn’t stop him. 

He was obedient for a change. 

The woman’s behind moved back and then forth as she shook a pan 

over the blue flame. She jiggled containers of granulated spices over 

the tops of pots and hummed again. Her counters were filled with 

spirals of potato skins and jagged shells of a dozen eggs. Who was she 

feeding? 
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Finally, she shut the flames and with a mitted hand, approached the 

starving twosome. 

She then spoke for the first time since they entered the house. 

“Dinner!” 

Eddie and Piper stared at the mounds of fatty bacon curls and yolky 

yellows that stirred in the residual heat. Delicious smoke rising into 

their nostrils. A pan filled with hash browns just browning and another 

pulled from the oven with rows of milky just-browning biscuits.  

Dinner was certainly not what they were being served. This was a 

breakfast buffet to top all breakfast buffets. Piper could care less if she 

ever left Esrever. She’d wake up every day at 6 P.M. for this. 

Just as a silver slatted spoon dipped into the pan, and Piper and 

Eddie nearly drooled, three cats and two dogs entered the kitchen in a 

single file. They sat on their hind legs and to the utter amazement of 

both Piper and Eddie, the woman began to scoop the pans’ contents 

into silver pet dishes on the floor. 

“But,” Piper could get out nothing else. Her eyes were about to well 

with tears. 

The woman went to the cupboard and pulled out a large box of dry 

kibble and poured it into Eddie and Piper’s plates.  

The woman emptied the kibble box at her own dish and walked out 

of the kitchen, assumingly to save the box forever because God knows 
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she couldn’t have been going to throw it away. That would make too 

much sense. And there was no sense to be made here. 

Piper’s eyes darted to the animals, which were now swallowing 

delicious meats and fats and proteins. 

She had a momentary lapse of judgment that was spawned by 

hunger and with one clean swoop she dug her entire teeny palm into 

the dog’s dish. Eddie’s eyes widened. 

“Are you crazy?” he whisper-yelled. 

Piper licked hollandaise from the insides of her fingers. Her eyes 

were closed, her face filled with food. 

Just then, a low growl could be heard and the stocky woman  

charged back into the kitchen.  

The dog wasn’t happy about loosing his supper. He showed his 

sharp teeth and his growl sounded absolutely menacing. 

Eddie grabbed Pipers arm and jumped off the table, pulling her out 

of the kitchen.  

“Run!” 



The	  Peculiar	  Tale	  of	  Artasium	  
 

70 
 

 

 

Noola’s. 

 

The dog’s growl didn’t spook Eddie nearly as much as the “meow” 

that came out of his furry mouth. That started the cats barking. The 

animals scrambled after Eddie and Piper as they made for the elevator. 

Adding to the commotion, the fat lady came running in to see what 

was happening. 

There he was, the meanest looking dog, biting at their ankles and 

meowing all the way. What a sight. What a sound. 

Eddie jammed the button for the elevator to go down which was up 

and for a split second he had to think about this, the way someone may 

have a quick lapse of judgment on their left from right.  

The door closed just in time, missing the dog by one literal hair. 

They could hear a whimper and they were off, up the shoot back to the 

ground. No wiser and no more fed than they’d been when they came 

down (up).  

“What were you thinking?” Eddie asked. 

“I guess I wasn’t. I’ve never eaten out of my hands in my entire 

life!” 

“Not about the hands! For Pete’s sake, you robbed a hungry dog!” 
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Piper was busy mentally checking if she’d ever eaten with her 

hands. She saw other kids do it all the time. They’d eat French fries or 

hold their tacos in their greasy unwashed hands. She had never done it. 

Not even once. She ate her sandwiches with a fork and knife. She cut 

four triangles first. She grouped bites together on the plate. And today, 

today she just dug in to a dog bowl and ate the most delightful mash 

up of eggs and meats and muffins. As a whole, it likely could have 

compared to Sebastian’s, it was that good. Hard to tell in a balled up 

mouthful. On a starving tummy nonetheless. 

She smiled a little when she thought of what she just done. It may 

very well have been the most fun she could ever remember having. 

The corners of her mouth lifted ever so slightly, and just when she 

thought Mr. Dunhill was about to snap, he began laughing. 

“We just witnessed a meowing dog,” he said, and with that Eddie 

was hysterical, doubled over in hearty laughter.  

Piper giggled, she couldn’t believe they were both finding this 

amusing. Eddie struggled to stop, clutching his abdomen and taking 

long breaths. It was the same for him. He hadn’t laughed like that in 

years. 

He wiped the tears from his eyes, tears of laughter, which kept 

coming.  

“Man, I need a drink!” 
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“You mean alcohol?” 

“Sorry, I forgot I’m in the presence of someone who has never had 

alcohol in their life.” 

“Yes I have,” Piper lied. 

“Really? Like what?” Eddie chuckled. 

Piper tried to think fast. Of everything she ever saw the staff drink. 

Sebastian always drank red wine that looked like blood. Ugh. She had 

seen beers that looked gold and sudsy and liquids in spiral glasses and 

fruit wedges on the sides. Piper couldn’t remember the name of the 

one she wanted to say. Mmm . . . Ma . . . What was it? 

“Beer,” was what came out.  

She wasn’t sure why she settled on beer. Maybe because wine made 

her think of church goblets and no other name came to mind. So 

“beer” was what left her mouth, never to come back again. 

Eddie certainly looked surprised. “You’re drinking beer at ten eh?” 

He clearly didn’t believe her. It was right about then when both of 

Eddie’s eyebrows raised into two perfect upside-down “U’s” as they 

rounded the corner to see a dilapidated saloon appropriately named 

“Noola’s.” 

He turned to Piper and gestured his arm forward, “Well little miss 

six pack, after you.” 

Piper looked stunned. “I can’t go in there.” 
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“Why not?” 

“For starters, I’m ten.” Piper stated the obvious and gave Eddie a 

look that said he was the dumbest man alive. 

“Something tells me the drinking age here is non-existent. Or 

maybe it’s 12. Either way, I will pretend I am your guardian. I’d like 

to see you drink a sip of beer without spitting it on the floor. No kid 

likes beer, I’m not stupid.” 

Piper never backed down from the challenge. How bad could it be? 

No worse than some of the vegetables out there. She marched onward 

determined and pulled back the creaky door to Noolah’s.  

The pub smelled almost sterile. It was sure cleaner than Piper had 

imagined. Old, but clean nevertheless. 

There was nothing terribly exciting about the place. Not for the way 

adults went on and on about bars. Wooden floors, a long ledge, one 

brass rail and a single file of leather topped stools. 

“So you just sit here?” 

Eddie laughed at the sheer dullness of the perception through a ten-

year-old’s eyes. He supposed it really did look like the most boring 

place on Earth. 

Behind the ledge, a lean man with no visible animal parts stood 

sleeping sideways on a post. He snored a good bit.  

Eddie sat on a stool and twirled looking at home.  
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Piper awkwardly climbed the bottom rung to pull herself upwards 

and finally sat perched at the wooden ledge. 

“Excuse me,” Eddie prompted. 

With a final snort, the man opened one eye. He looked scruffy and 

worn. 

“Yes, yes sir may I help you,” he replied, still seemingly 

disoriented. 

Eddie’s eyes scanned the long counter until landing on an upright 

plastic tap. “Söber, must be German, I will have two please,” he said 

with a proud smile. Eddie knew he was going to get Piper to back out 

of the dare. 

The man peeled his body from the pole he was leaning against and 

pulled a dishrag from his back pocket. He pushed the rag in circles, 

buffing the counter in no apparent hurry to tend bar. 

“It’s, uh, pronounced sober Sir and it’s the only beer we carry on 

Esrever.” He didn’t even bother looking up.  

Eddie was about to open his mouth when the words this man had 

just said finally hit the waves of his brain. 

“You’ve gotta be kidding me. Why on Earth would anyone in their 

right mind want to drink sober?” 

“With all due respect, Sir, (b) You’re not on Earth and (a) Everyone 

here already feels a sort of version of your “drunk,” so, when they 
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need a “break” so to speak, they come here to escape by drinking 

sober. May I interest you in a pint?” 

Eddie rolled his eyes. 

“I will have one please,” Piper said. 

The man pulled back the long cylinder into a cloudy glass and 

placed the foamy liquid in front of Piper’s wide eyes. 

“How much?” 

“Oh, we don’t use currency like that. I actually owe you money. If 

you keep a tally and bring it to the Welcome Center they will submit it 

to me and I will send you a check.” 

“Why would anyone work then?!”  

Eddie rested his chin on his palm and his elbow on the bar with a 

long sigh. He was growing tired of Esrever. 

“We have to keep our town functional. Besides on our system, 

everyone is getting paid, just not the way you’re used to. I will make 

money tonight because right now, I’m having my plumbing fixed.” 

Piper held her breath and sipped like it was cough syrup or prune 

juice. To her surprise, Sober tasted like cotton candied soda pop. She 

guzzled back her whole glass and wiped the soapy mustache from her 

lip. 

Eddie looked at his watch. “Are you ready yet? An entire day has 

already gone by and we’ve come up with nothing.” 
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As he turned on his stool, it occurred to him. The clocks were still 

going forward.  

***** 

Eddie nearly yanked Piper’s arm off, who, unlike him, seemed to 

want to stay in Esrever. He simply muttered “clocks,” then he 

withdrew the Guidebook from Piper’s knapsack and quickly found the 

Welcome Center for Esrever. This of course, was the Exit on every 

other island. He turned the book several ways to get his bearings and 

with that, was off.  

Piper shouted, “Where are we going?” 

Eddie thumbed the pages while walking so fast it was almost 

running. The best he could tell, the riddle for the upcoming challenge 

had to be obtained upon receipt of their completion token. Nothing 

was simple with this place! Eddie was so excited just to go somewhere 

normal! 

When they finally reached the Welcome Center, it was all but time 

for bed. They hadn’t even thought about sleeping throughout the 

commotion. Or where they actually could sleep. Odds were, people in 

Esrever probably didn’t have beds at all. They probably hung from the 

ceilings. 
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Eddie and Piper pushed the brush aside on the Welcome Center 

elevator to make sure they were at the right place. The last thing they 

needed was to take the wrong elevator chute.  

This was the place.  

Piper grabbed the Guidebook and leafed through the pages as they 

waited.  

“How do we submit our answer?” Piper asked. 

Eddie shrugged. “Not like I’ve been here before.” 

The elevator dinged. 

A man in a glittered robe faced the back. He turned, slowly, as 

though he was about to put on a choreographed dance routine. He 

looked them up and down, and seemed rather unimpressed with the 

two of them.  

“Sparkington Cupperton.” He said. He extended his hand. 

Piper smiled. “Piper Scotch, and this is my friend, Mr. Eddie 

Dunhill.” 

Eddie kept his hands in his pockets and gave a half smirk. 

“Mmmm, charming,” Sparkington said as he rolled his eyes. 

The three descended into the ground scraper and unlike everyone 

else around here, it seemed Sparkington sure liked to hear himself talk. 

“If you are wondering why I am here, I don’t blame you. I am a 

performer, I don’t belong shuffling people around like some cheap 
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bellhop. You should see how fabulous I was in my day.” He motioned 

like he was on a stage. 

Eddie had all but tuned him out but Piper was fascinated. 

“What happened,” she asked earnestly. 

“Unfortunately, I can’t tell you. They are always listening here. 

Someone or something always has an ear to the wall, so to speak. If I 

say too much, I will be demoted to lower than the elevator man. As if 

there is such a thing. All I can tell you is they had me all wrong. I 

didn’t lose my creativity, my dance partner sto—” 

The elevator dinged again and the doors slowly parted. Sparkington 

put a pointer finger in front of his lips and his eyes widened.  

Piper shook her head. 

Eddie urged her to walk out and with that Sparkington began a 

rehearsed tour without missing a beat. 

“Welcome, welcome, we are sad to see you go.,,” 

He led the way with a baton-like item that he pulled from the 

elevator control box. The entire inside of the Welcome Center looked 

like the inside of a computer. It was safe to assume that it just 

wouldn’t be Esrever if it had looked like the outside of receptionist 

desk. They seemed to be in a giant motherboard. There were all sorts 

of panels, wires, lights, connectors, etc. Eddie wasn’t sure if he should 



The	  Peculiar	  Tale	  of	  Artasium	  
 

79 
 

keep walking or play pinball in here, but he had to admit that it was 

nothing shy of fantastic. 

Piper turned her head back and forth, marveling at all the parts and 

pieces and colors and coils.  

Sparkington shimmied himself down a wire without completely 

realizing that Piper and Eddie were inexperienced. He stood a level 

lower looking up at them as though they were brain dead. 

“Don’t just stand there, grab a wire and swing down. Come on, you 

guys can’t be that unimaginative,” he called.  

Sparkington’s “spark” was beginning to fade. 

Eddie was too old for this. He placed his hand on a bright blue 

bungee-like line and just as was about to hoist himself on when 

Sparkington shrieked. 

“Not the blue ones!” 

Eddie immediately let go. “How was I supposed to know that, 

perhaps a warning next time!” 

Sparkington giggled from below. It appeared this was an age old 

joke he used on beginners. Piper chuckled too. 

Eddie wrapped both his hands and feet around and slowly lowered 

himself to Sparkington’s level.  

Piper on the other hand, thought this looked like the most fun she 

had ever seen, (well, for the third time today). 
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She grabbed a red wire without hesitation and plummeted rapidly to 

Eddie and Sparkington. 

“Who knew you had that in ya,” Eddie said. 

Piper patted off her clothes, smiling proudly. Sparkington led the 

way using his baton to key in codes where necessary. Sometimes the 

codes would open new panels for the three of them to proceed. 

Sometimes they would have to swing across using another bundle of 

wire. Finally, Sparkington stopped. It appeared they’d reached 

whatever they were looking for.  

“You two do feel confident about your answer right?” 

     Piper wasn’t even sure what the answer was. This made her 

nervous. What if Eddie could go home and they made her stay alone? 

She thought this over for several seconds before deciding that even if 

that happened, she could work with Sparkington and climb wires and 

dance with batons. This was a fabulous alternative to school and report 

cards and conferences. The very thought of the conferences made her 

stomach flip flop. Should she sabotage the answer? They could start 

over. As she tossed the ideas around in her mind, glaring at the 

colorful fun plastic wrapped wire slides and buttons and patterned 

lights, Sparkington parted two octagonal doors that fit perfectly and 

unveiled an ATM-like machine.  
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“Please be certain, otherwise, you will have to start from the 

beginning, er, end. You know what I mean.” 

Eddie glanced at his watch. Out of the corner of her eye, Piper saw 

his thought process nearly spelled out in a thought bubble. Of course! 

The clocks all still moved forward. Despite what time of day the locals 

came out at. What time they rose, or ate, or frequented church. The 

clocks were all still in forward motion. She smiled. 

“Shouldn’t the machines tell us the answer in this place,” she half 

joked. 

“You have a point Miss Piper, but unfortunately all rules are off 

beyond this point. You will soon be back in standard motion, back by 

the Peatries. One of you needs to step up and punch in your answer. 

You have one minute. The time starts now.” 

Eddie began to sweat as he stepped up the sole stair before the 

machine. As he watched the countdown in a digital display window, 

he began to doubt himself. Now there was a backwards clock. What if 

only his watch moved forward and Esrever clocks did in fact go 

backwards? But if the countdown counted down it was in fact in 

traditional order. Otherwise a countdown would count up. Eddie was 

driving himself batty. 

Beads of sweat took residence on his forehead. Thirty-six seconds 

remained.  
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“How many times can we start over before we are townspeople?” 

Sparkington looked fearful for them both. “Two, Mr. Dunhill, I am 

afraid it’s only two.” 

Twenty-one seconds clicked backwards. 

Finally, Eddie began to punch on the keys, hesitantly. He hovered 

over each one as though he was disarming a bomb. 

“Hurry!” Piper yelled. 

Then, he was done.  

The machine let out an abrupt gong noise. That must mean their 

answer was wrong.  

Piper’s eyes met Eddie’s and they both sighed. 

The gong noise stopped. In a nasally robotic voice, the machine 

finally said, “Pass.” 

“Wait what?” the two asked in unison. 

“Come on you two, you know how this place works by now! Carry 

on,” Sparkington said, using his baton to part some velour draping. 

They were then in a completely average looking room with 

completely average looking pamphlets and completely average 

looking furniture. Brochures were stacked along the windows much 

like a tourist attraction lobby. It reminded Eddie of the ferry station 

back in New York City. 
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A woman who resembled a stewardess smiled from behind a 

counter and waved them both toward her. Eddie and Piper moved over 

to the desk.  

“We’re happy to have you at the welcome center. Here is your 

packet folks. Your completion token is inside. Enjoy your stay,” she 

said. 

The woman handed a heavy gray cylinder over to Eddie. Piper tried 

to see over the counter.  

“Is there any food in there?” she asked. She was starving. 

“Let’s go,” Eddie said.  

They took a last look back, but Sparkington was no longer in sight. 

In front of them two sliding doors kept opening and shutting on their 

own. Beyond them, the day looked sunny.  

“Time’s a wasting, kiddo. We’ll find some food outside.” 

Eddie screwed off the top of the cylinder and turned it upside down 

on their way out to shake out the contents. A paper that was rolled and 

then tied in twine plus a silver puzzle piece fell out into his palm. He 

passed the puzzle piece onto Piper and unraveled the antique looking 

page. 
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Counter the clockwise, 

Trick the motion, 

The pendulum hasn’t swung 

Since the explosion . . . 
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Mad Monkey Bar. 

“That’s it?” asked Piper. 

Eddie rolled the paper back up with one quick twirl. 

As they walked through the opening and closing sliding doors and 

headed outside, they saw that they wouldn’t be getting anywhere until 

they figured out a way across the water that surrounded them.  

“Great. No food and a poem filled with nonsense,” said Eddie.  

They sat for a minute on two jutting rocks that had collected some 

sand on their tops. Besides the rocks, there was nothing to see except 

sand and water. Piper rested her book bag on the rock and began 

rifling through it. She’d already done this a dozen times, but maybe 

she could find a crumb of a cracker or crust of bread. That’s when she 

found the spectators and paintbrush.  

“Let’s try to reach Jack,” said Piper. 

“No. It’s too early,” Eddie said as he remembered the limitations. 

“C’mon, we get two chances!”  

Eddie outstretched his hand to take the two objects, then ran his 

thumb over the bristles of the paintbrush as he thought it over. He 

turned the spectators by their wire frames in his fingertips. Neither of 

these actions helped. 
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Piper was so driven by the rumbling in her stomach she could no 

longer take it. Without warning, she ripped the goggles and the 

paintbrush from Eddie’s grip. 

“Piper!” 

It was too late. She already had the strange goggles in place over 

her eyes and was dazzled by what she saw spill out around her.  

Glistening cranberry sand danced beneath them. The rocks they 

were perched on turned to pure crystal, swirls of shells flecked the 

grains, some broken and some intact, peach colored ribbons of water 

came to greet their ankles and then left. It was a dream so rich and 

vibrant, it made her forget hunger all together. It was as if she’d just 

eaten dessert, twice. 

“Come on,” she said as she motioned to Eddie to follow. 

He looked around and saw nothing, but the two old rocks and the 

water. Having no real choice, he followed. 

Piper walked along the waters and touched the rainbows before her. 

The imagery was pouring out everywhere. She leaned forward to 

caress a shell below. It was exquisite. Deep violet with flecks of silver. 

As she withdrew her small arm she noticed the royal amethyst and 

sweet grape colors had left the shell’s covering and now dripped from 

her fingers.  

She gasped an excited gasp. 
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“What is it?” Eddie couldn’t see what Piper saw. 

With little effort, Piper positioned the long glass paintbrush in her 

writing hand and dipped it right into her left palm, swirling it around 

first in the plush purples. Just as she suspected, it took. The colors 

leapt from her hand to the brush’s fine hair in a goopy concentrated 

paint. It took her only a moment to realize that the paint was 

everywhere. They were merely inside of a life-size palette of hues and 

shades and lush pools of color.  

Eddie didn’t need the spectators to see that somehow the colors 

were swirling and growing all around him. It was magnificent. He 

watched as silvers took residence on Piper’s teeny hands. 

Piper scooped every last bit of the shell’s coat onto the bristles and 

without a canvas, began to drag the brush as though she had one 

anyway. Brisk swoops and then jagged edges.  

Eddie marveled as he slowly saw the art unfold in front of him. A 

long continuous curve and then a perpendicular line. A half circle and 

a small line. The colors stood still on the air. Eddie’s eyes followed 

each move until finally, he realized what he was looking at, and 

moreover, what Piper was doing. 

J-A-C-K. 

Eddie had a sneaking suspicion that Piper had just used their first 

favor. This unnerved Eddie a little bit. Was it too soon? At the rate 
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they were going, they’d both die of starvation before they hit island 

three anyway so he supposed it was an intelligent play. 

Piper dropped the brush the instant she completed the “K,” as if 

painting the letters had taken something out of her. They stared at the 

letters amazed at what they saw. The writing was not simple. Oh, no. It 

was nothing shy of perfect Old English calligraphy that somehow hung 

suspended in mid-air. 

A bark came from the center of nothing. Beaterman. He landed like 

he was a drop of rain falling from a cloud. Two furry feet appeared 

next to him and then layer by layer, as though stacking pancakes, stood 

Jack who was his usual confused and bumbling self, but even more so 

(if that was possible).  

“Ah, you two have conquered Esrever, fantastic.” 

 Piper was stunned that she had unlocked the secret to receiving aid 

from Jack. It was as though what she had done was inside her 

somehow softly cajoling her to make the right moves. She had never 

done anything like that in her entire life. Never made a spur-of-the-

moment artful decision or followed a burning hunch, but now she had, 

and she felt alive. For the first time in her life and what a delicious 

feeling it was. 

Eddie felt perplexed that somehow a ten-year-old had out smarted 

him. Had his own imagination really diminished to that level? He 
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thought of the lapses in concentration, the pauses in work, the wasted 

paragraphs that eventually lead to grand series’ of worthless pages.  

Jack paid no mind to any of Piper or Eddie’s epiphanies. This was a 

job to him, one he’d had for centuries. If he had a dime for every 

person that behaved the exact same way at this point, he wouldn’t need 

to work. Not that he really needed to anyway. In fact, it was all he 

could do to keep from rolling his eyes.  

Beaterman wagged his curled tan and black lion tail. The breeze 

kept blowing the mane that framed his puppy face over his eyes.  

The exhilaration of Piper’s big discovery was starting to fade. After 

all, she still had to eat and eating didn’t seem important to anyone 

around here. 

“How do we eat?” The words just came tumbling out before she 

realized it and they sounded a bit rude. She quickly added, “Mister 

Jack, sir.” 

Jack almost laughed. And an almost laugh was closer than he’d 

been in a decade to a real laugh. Piper’s manners were becoming and 

he appreciated them. They were rare. Usually when the imaginatively 

bankrupt struggled their way through the islands, they weren’t so 

gracious. Jack found it odd how Piper didn’t seem at all bothered to be 

by Artasium. It used to be rare that a young child would even find 

themselves in this mess.  
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However, recent years seemed to suggest a sort of shift in thinking, 

on Earth anyway. A lack of books perhaps or maybe the influx of 

electronics. Whatever the culprit, Jack saw more and more little boys 

and girls who couldn’t so much as draw a picture. Sad really. He 

wondered where exactly all their construction paper had gone, their 

colored pencils, finger paints, books and brushes. Nowadays, it 

seemed it was even difficult for the humans to find a copy of Artasium. 

Piper stood patiently as Jack worked out his thoughts. After several 

moments, she cleared her throat. 

“Ahem. Food,” she urged. 

“Yes, yes, heavens yes. There are ways to get food! I’m so sorry 

my mind is running away with me. Books and children you know. Is 

this the first book you have ever seen?” 

Piper tried to follow Jack’s wave of thought. It was a difficult thing 

to do. Eddie’s stomach had started grumbling and he seemed to be 

losing his patience. Not that he had an ample amount to begin with.  

“Right, right, food. I’m sorry again. My I do tend to digress eh? 

There are ways to get food on each of the islands. As you saw on 

Esrever, the bulk goes to the pets, so short of thieving you have to get 

creative. Irrelevant really since you are already here.” 

“Yes, well we almost became dog food due to someone’s sticky 

fingers,” Eddie said. 
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That made Piper blush, but she didn’t she didn’t regret it 

whatsoever. “The risk was worth that single bite.”  

Jack didn’t seem to know what they were talking about, but he 

continued. “You are back at Drawing Board, where you have just 

discovered your ability to paint what you need. This will go for your 

other needs as well. Ahem.” 

Eddie waited no longer and grabbed the paintbrush from Piper’s 

palm. He also snatched the spectators and dipped the bristles in a 

nearby mushroom cap. It was pretty close to the color of a hamburger 

bun and right now he wanted nothing more than a juicy burger.  

As Eddie began his search for something the color of meat, lettuce 

and tomato, Piper listened respectfully to Jack as he carried on. 

Whether or not they were starving, Eddie and her needed all the help 

and clues they could get. Especially if this was only a one in two 

chance with Jack.  

“You have hit the water which leaves you with two crossing 

options. As you might imagine, swimming is not one of them. This is  

a place for creativity not sport,” Jack began. 

Piper shot a look at Eddie. 

“You can cross Dorayme by playing your way across, which is all I 

can reveal about that and also, it’s not advised until your creativity is 
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further developed. Your other option is to take Mad Monkey Bar 

across, which begins right here.” 

Eddie turned from his hamburger project. He did see two upright 

rusted blue poles, but he didn’t see a set of horizontal bars attached, 

ones the ones to climb up. It simply looked like a free-standing ladder. 

In his youth he’d had so much fun swinging across a set in his 

backyard. This certainly was not what they looked like.  

Piper hadn’t a clue what a monkey bar was. It sounded pretty 

ridiculous. A bar for monkeys?  

“Just where are the bars, Jack? I see the handle. But there aren’t any 

bars. How do we cross?” Eddie said.  

“Yes, well, that in fact is the creative part my dear Eddie,” Jack 

replied. He continued, “We’ve done a slight redesign to accommodate 

two people, you will each figure out how to cross when you 

approach.” 

Piper looked horrified. She didn’t know how to swim. So either 

way it appeared she was in trouble here. Perhaps she could just stay at 

Drawing Board and paint food forever. That didn’t seem like the worst 

life in the world.  

“Why don’t we just paint the bars?” she said. 

“That’s mighty fine thinking Piper but unfortunately, beyond the 

water, the paints won’t work. If they did, one could simply paint 
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themselves a boat and cross effortlessly. See, along the chipping sides 

of the vertical bars, is a list of commands, similar to what you know as 

‘Mad Libs.’ These commands prompt a bar to appear based on rapid 

ad-libbing. The river isn’t terribly wide, so you won’t have to go on 

forever, but you do need to be accurate because it is quite deep.” 

Piper gulped. “Deep?” 

“Yes. Which is why there are two and only two ways to cross. If 

you do not fancy yourselves musically inclined, I would bank on this 

being the easier of the two.” 

Eddie put the final touches on his air burger. Beaterman began to 

both salivate and growl as the meat charred to life. A sizzling patty the 

size of a football with awkwardly drawn fixings on top suspended 

itself. He tore off a piece for Piper. She’d been going on about food for 

hours, but now she seemed to have lost interest. She was too worried 

about the aquatic task at hand. 

“Piper,” Eddie said as he handed part of the hamburger to Piper. 

Beaterman sniffed the air as the burger wandered past. He may have 

looked like a lion, but he sure acted more like a puppy.  

Piper took the hamburger and bit into it.  

Jack nudged Beaterman back away from the food.  

“All I can really offer you is advice, and mine is to always think 

creatively in this place. Options abound, but by design Artasium is a 
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place to promote your own thinking. Innovation is encouraged and 

required. You will see that as you proceed. The next stop after the 

river is Pendulum Clutz. Be leery, it is quite confusing.”  

“More confusing than Esrever?” Eddie asked. 

“More confusing, no. Different confusing, yes.” 

Piper hadn’t said a word in a while, eyeing the river and wishing 

she’d gotten a better report card. She should have found her 

imagination a long time ago. Then she wouldn’t be the girl who fell off 

of the Mad Monkey Bars never to be heard from again.  

Eddie cared only for his hamburger, gnawing away. He wished he 

had painted French fries. Beaterman kept right on begging for a bite. 

Jack smoothed the fur on his chin. It seemed obvious that he was 

about to leave them. 

“Trust in your own instincts,” he urged. He consoled Piper with a 

caring look and then began to vanish, layer by layer. After a few 

moments, both he and Beaterman were just piles of air and shed fur.  

“What is a Mad Libs anyway?” Piper asked.  

Eddie looked up, smears of mustard and ketchup on his face, but he 

didn’t stop chewing. 

“And I thought I was the hungry one,” she said. 

“You barely ate. Paint something. Something fantastic. Paint those 

gooey eggs you like so much. The ones you nearly got us killed for.” 
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“Funny, my appetite kind of left the minute Jack mentioned deep 

water.” 

“Can’t swim?” Eddie guessed. 

“That obvious huh?”  

“It seems like you were never taught a lot of things. I don’t mean to 

sound harsh, but that’s probably how you wound up in this mess.” 

Piper stared at her feet. “I suppose. How did you wind up here?” 

Eddie couldn’t explain it. He had hit a wall and he had no idea how 

the wall got there. It wasn’t always a wall, just a brick at first, but over 

time the bricks stacked themselves higher and higher. And then it was 

a wall. 

Finally he said, “Monkey bars are simply bars you cross in the air 

by hanging from your arms. Mad Libs is a sort of a word game. You 

fill in the blanks with nouns or verbs or adjectives and such, but you 

haven’t read the passage in which the blanks are in. Then you read the 

whole context with your own filled in answers.” 

“That doesn’t make sense.” 

“Well, I supposed that’s kind of the point. Reading it back often 

doesn’t make sense. It actually used to be a great writing tool for me. 

Sometime it unlocks a whole story with twists or turns you never 

would have thought of if you were trying to think of them.” 

Did any of that make sense? Piper couldn’t see how if it did.  
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Eddie packed away the spectators and walked the brush to the water 

edge. He was going to clean the bristles in the water but the colors 

were gone. The brush was clean like he’d never painted a thing. 

“Let’s check out the poles,” he said. “See what those instructions 

say. I’ll bet you’re worrying for nothing.” 

Piper followed along. If she’d been worrying for nothing then she 

really should have eaten more. Who knows what the next challenge for 

food would be. One thing she was good at was nouns and verbs and 

adjectives. She should have gotten her strength up when she had the 

chance and made her own burger.  

Eddie ran his hand over the first pole. Etched into the side, easily 

seen, was in fact a set of commands.  

He read out loud, “Verb. Verb. Noun. Name. Adjective. Adverb. 

Noun. Verb. Noun. Proper Noun.” 

Ten commands. He sighed. Easy enough on paper, but suspended 

over water?  That might really be tricky. 

“Maybe we should rehearse.” 

Piper nodded her head. Pick all the answers now and then simply 

recite them from memory. If that’s all there was to it, she knew she 

could get across. But that just took a good memory, not imagination. 

As they tried to convince themselves that they’d figured out how to 

fool the system, the commands started to change. What had appeared 
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to be carved for permanency, now vanished as easily as a dry-erase 

marker. Ten new commands appeared in their places.  

Eddie sighed. “It looks like the point is improvisation.” 

Piper sighed. “I don’t even know what that word means.” 

“Improv for short. It means you think . . . on the fly. Have you ever 

heard the expression on the fly?” 

“Yes, my chef Sebastian uses it. It means fast, right?” 

“Kind of.” 

Piper smiled. A nervous smile. 

“You go first. I’ll say the commands. I’ll also make sure you don’t 

drown. You’ll be fine. Got me?” 

Piper knew from the pull-ups in gym class that she could hang 

fairly well. She had the strength enough to do that at least. Propelling 

from bar to bar might be a different story. Either way, she was about to 

find out. 

Eddie took the book bag from her shoulders to make her a bit more 

mobile. Piper climbed the available rungs and waited, her legs 

shaking. 

“Ready?” 

“Ready as I’m going to get,” Piper said 

“Noun.” 
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Piper spat out the word “owl” so quickly even she was surprised. 

And just that like that, a horizontal bar popped into existence. Piper 

grabbed ahold with a grip so strong that her fingertips wrapped around 

the bar and dug into her palms. 

“Adjective!” 

“Gold!” 

The next bar appeared in front of her. With the agility of a monkey, 

Piper flung to it.  

“Noun!” 

“Fence!” 

Piper had no time to think, only react. She spewed out answers with 

rapidity and moved with grace. She reached the tenth cue.  

“Adverb!” 

It was here that thought broke in. Adverb. She turned the word over 

in her head. She tried valiantly to see the definition in an old English 

book. She wasn’t positive. What happens if she says the wrong thing? 

Jack never told her what would happen! The longer she thought, the 

looser her grasp became. Her sweating hands starting eroding her grip, 

slowly but steadily.  

Eddie couldn’t take it anymore. “Quickly!” he yelled. 

Just like that, the final bar materialized in spite of Piper’s sweaty 

palms. He had said “quickly”, an adverb!  
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Piper shimmied her entire body and with all of the strength she 

could muster, grabbed a hold of the final bar with one hand and then 

two. She could finally put her feet around the base of the other side. 

Trembling, she lowered herself to solid ground.  

“You okay?” Eddie called. 

Piper’s head was spinning and she was having trouble getting her 

breath, like she’d had the wind knocked out of her. That last bar had 

almost done her in. She could hear Eddie, but answering him was 

another matter. She bent forward, planting her hands firmly in the dirt. 

Her feet as well. She straightened the length of her body out and 

turned to see Eddie waving from the other side atop his own starter 

ladder.  

She wondered why he couldn’t just swim across since he knew 

how. Like Jack said there was no use in trying. Swimming was not 

imaginative, it was sport. Sport got them nowhere here and for that she 

supposed she was lucky.  

She turned, regained her composure and was ready to help Eddie. 

“Verb!” 
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Pendulum Clutz. 

“Counter the clockwise, trick the motion, the pendulum hasn’t 

swung, since the explosion,” Eddie had repeated the phrase half a 

dozen times since landing on the other side of the water. 

“What does it mean?” Piper asked. 

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Eddie said. 

That made two of them. 

It appeared they had landed themselves inside of a really ancient 

town. One that hadn’t been serviced in decades. Dilapidated houses 

with run down porches, old fashioned décor, and vintage cars littered 

the streets. 

Pendulum Clutz was laid out like a grid with a homogonous old 

grandfather clock in the center of a park, in the center of town. The 

clock stood proudly and had an engraved message at its base. 

Eddie and Piper both squinted and leaned over to see if they could 

make out what the message said. Keeping their wits about them, they 

tried to be ready for anything, with no idea what to expect. It seemed 

odd that so far, they hadn’t seen any townspeople. Except for looking 

so old, the place seemed like an ordinary suburb. But if so, where were 

the people?  

As they bent over at the base of the clock, they noticed their 

shadows. Eddie’s tall and lanky outline, looking as though he was all 
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legs and no torso, was quite distinct. Two feet to the left, was Piper’s 

shadow, petite and postured. But what was strange was that where 

there should have been space in the middle between them, they saw an 

even more petite projection of opaque obscurity, some other tiny 

figure that must have been behind them. Only they were alone, or at 

least they thought they were. 

Eddie, ever so slowly and carefully, tried to peep over his shoulder. 

Piper caught on and kept on with the reading of the placard. Eddie saw 

no one—they were still alone. 

The placard, in very formal language, told about the history of the 

clock, the winding, the chimes, the ornate carvings and the background 

of the oak and mahogany used in its construction. All very nice 

sentiment, but not a word about the bizarre town it was perched in. 

 Piper’s eyes darted left and right, back and forth, searching for the 

slightest hint of what to expect. Nothing. 

Eddie, stretching as high as he could, caught the teeniest glimpse of 

a tail. A tail that looked as though it been dipped in tar and ash. A tail 

that offered two colors, but he couldn’t stretch far enough to see the 

body it belonged to. 

Piper sighed. It was no use. There were no clues on the clock. There 

was nothing else in the park, and there were no people to ask. She 

began to feel stupefied by exhaustion.  
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Eddie’s attention remained fixed on the tail, trying to catch a glance 

at what ever critter it was attached to. Which ever way he moved, the 

critter moved with such stealth that Eddie couldn’t see it. He began to 

wonder if he and the tail-critter were weaving around one another like 

they do in the cartoons. He turned around and tugged the corner of 

Piper’s shirt, then gave a quick point with his head so she’d follow his 

nod.  

Piper’s eyes lit up wide as Eddie continued to shadow dance with 

the blur behind him.  

“Oh, she is so cute!” Piper let out a squeal of pure little girl delight.  

“You’re not so bad yourself,” came a voice. 

Finally, the body attached to the voice attached to the tail, came out 

from hide-and-seek so Eddie could see her.  

She was a Siamese cat. Only she was also a girl. Blended features 

of each, like Jack and Beaterman. She was simply a stunning 

combination. 

She, or maybe it, laughed. A genuine giggle that said it was fun to 

play with Eddie the way she had. To taunt him and watch him writhe 

around like he was in a game of Twister.  

“Nice to meet you both, I am Brandiwyne.” 

“Piper.” 

“Eddie.” 
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She did not extend her hand. She circled both of their legs instead, 

her tail brushing against them with great mystique and invitation. 

Brandiwyne seemed as though she took little seriously. Eddie wasn’t 

certain if she was friend or foe? He couldn’t wipe the skepticism off of 

his face. Why had she approached them in such a manner? It was so 

unprofessional. 

Unprofessional? Good God, he needed rest! He was beginning to 

look at these half-breeds as though they had real jobs. He was in a 

mythical land for crying out loud. Who knew if any of this was real! 

Maybe they both were in big long dream. He pinched his own flesh as 

Brandiwyne circled. 

 Piper had no such reservations. She was locked onto the bluest 

eyes she’d ever seen. She wished Brandiwyne had kittens so she could 

take one home. If they ever got to leave Artasium, that is.  

“Time to get started, you two,” said Brandiwyne. “You’ll be able to 

get some rest here, I assure you, but first, we have some ground to 

cover.” 

Eddie’s pinch had left three reddened spots on his forearm. He was 

not dreaming. Although dreaming sounded wonderful. Was dreaming 

even possible on Artasium? If Artasium was a land of unraveled 

spools of imagination, was sleeping just stark reality? Did visitors just 
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dream of normalcy? With thoughts like that, Eddie realized he was 

starting to get slaphappy.  

He had begun to feel delirious, overtired and his head was spinning 

from too much strangeness. It was like laughing gas hit him. He tried 

to control it, to control the corners of his mouth, to stifle the 

inappropriately timed laughter and the immediate onslaught of 

chuckles. He lost. 

As Piper and Brandiwyne watched, Eddie broke into a fit of 

hysterics and loud guffaws. In moments, he was on the ground, unable 

to stand and clutching his diaphragm.  

Piper didn’t have the energy to get on board Eddie’s delirium train. 

She held her composure and prodded Brandiwyne for further direction. 

“Pendulum Clutz has a different meaning today than it used to. 

Different objective all together in fact. It’s crucial that you realize that 

you two are part of the first phase of testing of the new objective.” 

“What does that mean,” Piper asked.  

Eddie, with the last of his breathy snickers passed, lay motionless 

and drained. Piper began to fear for his sanity a bit. 

Brandiwyne, unfazed by the silliness, continued without missing a 

beat. Most people hadn’t slept a wink by the time they reached 

Pendulum Clutz and displayed similar overtired behaviors. 
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“I can only tell you so much unfortunately. Let me start with the old 

objective and work my way to today.” 

“That sounds fair, thank you,” said Piper. 

“Pendulum Clutz was named so because inside the grid of streets 

there have always been four sections that are simultaneously behind 

real time by decades or more. They are fittingly called quadrants. This 

is where a lot of space and time continuum testing has taken place for 

inventors. See, before most inventors were inventors, they too were 

struggling for their own . . . spark. The majority of those inventors 

came through here and eventually graduated. Later, when their careers 

took shape, they would use PC Island as a testing pad. At least, that’s 

how it used to be.” 

Piper hung on every word. She was determined to be the one to 

figure this island out. 

“So, there are four quadrants of different time periods?” 

“Yes. Which all coincided seamlessly believe it or not. The people 

didn’t communicate out of their quadrants so they remained blissfully 

ignorant of what went on around them. One was present day, then 

twenty-five years back, fifty years back, and 100 years back. The old 

objective was quite simple.” 

“What was that?” Piper questioned.  
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“To patent a product in the PC warehouse that had never before 

been invented. However, resources are in conjunction with the time. 

For example if Quadrant 1, or Q1 which is always the oldest, was still 

in 1900, you would only have available the tools of that time.” 

Eddie, finally recovered from his silly fit, stood up and dusted off 

his slacks. He wanted a concise understanding of the challenge they 

were facing. “We invent only one thing?” 

Brandiwyne nodded her exotic cat head. “You invented only one 

thing. The old way.” 

Her blue eyes surveyed the ground. “The invention had to pass 

inspection and appeal to all four eras. If it was too simple, present day 

had no interest in it. Too complex, and Q1 couldn’t quite grasp it. 

However, the patent is also yours to keep beyond Artasium’s city 

walls. That’s how half the products you are accustomed to today, came 

to be.” 

“That sounds like something we could figure out. Lead us to the 

warehouse!”  

“Eddie, while you were rolling on the ground with laughter, there 

were perhaps a few key points you missed.” 

Piper looked at Eddie. “The rules have changed.” 
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Brandiwyne uncurled her tail and propped her body to all fours. She 

began to slowly walk, away from the ancient clock and the park’s 

center. “Follow me.” 

The three of them trekked over thickets of grass and mounds of soft 

gravel. Up ahead they could see a line of homes with their backs to 

them, all offering clothes lines stretched out across their yards. 

Wooden buckets with silver washboards inside sat beneath each cloths 

line.  

It was safe to assume that what they looked at was Q1 but then 

again, one could never be too sure. If the inventor of the washing 

machine wanted to test his original patent here, would he have had the 

available tools? Could it be Q4 with an archaic laundry system? 

“Is that present day?” Eddie pointed. 

“There is no longer a present day,” Brandiwyne continued, “Sixteen 

years ago we had an explosion. In all likelihood, it was the quantum 

leaping and date bending our former competitors did here that caused 

such a massive boom.” 

“Did everyone die?” Piper asked horrified. 

“No. Oddly, we had no injuries. Not even one. But something did 

happen that we are all struggling to explain.” 

“What?” Eddie and Piper asked in unison. 

“Did you notice anything off about the clock?” 
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Eddie couldn’t recall much of the past hour. It was beginning to 

blur together inside his memory. 

Piper racked her brain when suddenly it dawned on her. 

“It didn’t move!” 

“Only one day here Miss Piper and you are already opening up your 

mind, lovely. You are absolutely right.” 

“So what does it all mean?” Eddie asked. 

Brandiwyne turned her piercing eyes up with a strange look on her 

face, a look that said what they were facing might just be impossible. 

“It means that all four quadrants got stuck. One in 1907, the next in 

1957, the next in 1982 and the last in 2007. Unfortunately, after 

sixteen years of trying, we have made no progress in unsticking them, 

so to speak.” 

“With all due respect, what does this have to do with our 

challenge?” 

“The objective has moved from patenting an invention, to 

unsticking the pendulum. From what we’ve gathered, this can only be 

done by, shall we say, tricking time.” 

Eddie latched onto Brandiwyne’s answer, turning it over, upside 

down, and back and forth. What was she saying? That though a great 

many people had made it through PC successfully, they now had to do 
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the impossible? “You’ve been at this for sixteen years and thus far you 

have made no progress, correct?” 

“This depends on how you gauge progress. We who inhabit 

Pendulum Clutz tend to think that unearthing the way to moving the 

pendulum is progress, even if we have yet to see the how.” 

“And this becomes our job? The people who live here, yourself 

included, who actually know the ways that have not, as you so 

eloquently put it, unlocked the ‘how.’ What chance do we have? And 

why are we the guinea pigs?” 

“Well, if you must know, you aren’t. Others have been here. 

They’ve tried moving the pendulum with the gusto of pulling an axe 

from a stone. They’ve toyed with the dials and plied at the strings. 

They have set their own watches forward. They’ve employed 

calendars of squares with dates yet to come. They have failed, Mr. 

Eddie, every last one of them. I’m sorry.” 

Piper began to weep. 

Their reactions brought a change to Brandiwyne. It became evident 

that she was no longer enamored with them and their unpredictable 

roller-coaster of emotions.  

Brandiwyne was finding it less and less likely that they held the key 

to Pendulum Clutz’s forward sequencing. She also seemed to have lost 
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interest in tinkering around town with them. Let them be stuck here 

like everyone else. 

 “Good luck to you both, I have to be on my way. The warehouse 

has cots to sleep on. Feel free to use anything you need for innovation 

or inspiration in your plight. Until then . . . .” 

Piper and Eddie felt like the next two failures in a long line of 

imaginatively inept and devoid nothings. They were two jesters 

brought here in amusement of imaginary royalty. They danced and 

flipped and juggled before a high chair of velvety purple royalty, but 

no one was inside. They could cower in their chambers and sulk at 

their shortcomings, but it wouldn’t change things. They’d be ball-

chained to forever. 

They hung their heads, both of them. Perhaps it was in shame that 

they were here. Admission maybe that there was no way they were 

going to figure out how to bamboozle creativity and imagination, the 

only non-manipulatable things we have in this life. Even on Esrever, 

time didn’t play the game. It went with the tides. And yet now, they 

were expected to put one over on the clocks? 

It was a fruitless pursuit. A hoax. The only thing Piper and Eddie 

knew for certain was that cots in the warehouse sounded good. 

Everything else could in fact wait until they had both had some proper 

sleep. 
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Déjà vu. 

Brandiwyne was gone without a trace. Eddie and Piper were left 

alone in the park.  

“We don’t even know where the warehouse is,” Piper said. 

“We don’t even know where any one is so we can ask,” Eddie 

retaliated. 

“Are we to paint a house? Build a house? Pick a house and call it 

the warehouse?” 

Eddie managed a laugh, however small. He had to admit Piper 

really did seem like she was getting more creative by the minute. The 

thought was a bit paralyzing though. Did that mean she was getting 

creative but he wasn’t? “Maybe there’s a map. In . . . In the clock! Did 

you check behind the glass?” 

With that, Eddie’s gaze shifted over to the park’s epicenter, and its 

chimeless centerpiece. The silence of that giant clock was deafening 

because they both knew exactly what that meant. 

“Let’s try the spectators again. What’s the worst that could 

happen?” Piper asked. 

“Please don’t say that ever again.” 

“Say what?” 
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“What’s the worst that could happen?” 

“Good point.” 

Piper dug through the contents of her knapsack and finally after un-

pretzeling the curved ear pieces and pulling them open ever so slightly, 

she lowered the heavy goggles to the bridge of her tiny nose. 

Nothing. Everything visible in the goggles was identical to what 

they could see without them.  

No fancy fireflies or volcanic streams of lava-like silk or ribbons of 

pure ember. The blades of grass, though handsomely dyed either way, 

were wild and minty without the goggles. The grains of sand, 

miniscule cuts of previously constructed and deconstructed castles 

were there either way. She did notice though that the sand seemed 

moist for park sand, more like the sand near a body of water. There 

were no benches to sit on and no swings breezing in half circles.  

Just a band of weeping willow trees sulking on one side, an 

indistinguishable decade of homes’ rear views on the other, and the 

water they had  monkey-barred over.  

They began to walk toward town and soon a familiar sound danced 

in their ears.  A displeasing one…loud, and garbled. But familiar. 

“Holeloop.” 

“Holeloop.” 

“Loophole!” 
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The fiery birds zipped out of the brush and back across the river 

toward Esrever. They were about as welcomed a return as perhaps a 

cavity or a fever might be.  

“The Peatries,” Piper said. 

“What did they say? Fruit Loop? Hula Hoop?” 

“Hole Loop. Then loophole,” Piper reiterated. 

“There’s some sort of loophole,” said Eddie. 

“To what?” 

“How should I know? Pendulum Clutz? Maybe all of Artasium!” 

“A loophole... Should we check the Guidebook for the finest of the 

fine print?” 

As the question danced off Piper’s tongue, someone or something 

rather, burrowed up from seemingly out of nowhere and shot upward 

like a popcorn kernel in blistering heat. A pop of fur and bally eyes 

landed. The miniature body suspended, air-flipped, and then landed 

two feet from their two feet. 

“No, no need to check the finest of the fine print,” the voice of the 

fuzz and pupils said.  

“But they said loophole,” said Piper. 

“What are you?” asked Eddie. 
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“Never mind that. This or that. Loophole shmoophole. Don’t go 

fussing with the finest of fine prints. Now, the warehouse is that way,” 

explained the critter while pointing with his body. 

“Thank you so much,” Piper said. 

Eddie sort of grunted his gratitude. It was clear he didn’t trust what 

he couldn’t name. Why was he, it, so quick to deter them?  

The un-introduced and uninvited ball nestled back into the hole and 

was off. Sucked through a pipe like a vacuum appendage.  
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* * * * * 

Trust him or not, the warehouse was where he said and simply put, 

was the picture of innovation.  

It was the personification of thought itself. Conveyor belts lined 

with cogs of every size. Bins devoted just to textiles. Piles of 

schematics, now yellowed or de-edged. Spools hung from the ceilings. 

Spools of yarn, spools of tape, spools of ribbon or lace. Wires of every 

width and color wrapped and bundled. There were ovens and freezers, 

and cabinets just for glues. Yet nothing was plugged in. The conveyor 

belts were still. The sewing machines were useless and the freezers 

stood in puddles of accumulated water.  

Just as Brandiwyne had informed them, there were several cots that 

looked awfully uninviting on the upper loft-like level of the 

warehouse. Both Piper and Eddie yearned for their beds immediately. 

For the coolness of their pillowcases but the contrasting warmth of a 

blanket. Piper finally admitted to herself how badly she wanted to go 

home. With or without parent teacher conference requests.  

Eddie’s eyes were half shut when he surveyed the cot. It felt like 

burlap. It felt like the worst night of sleep ever. Then, Piper watched 

his eyes light with a feverish spring.  

“Let’s make sheets! Let’s make fluffy comforters and soft duvets,” 

Eddie said. 
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Piper smiled. She looked over the ledge at the stack of furs and the 

rounds of cotton. This could work. She began to charge for the steps to 

call dibs on the better blanket parts. Eddie was close behind, nipping at 

her heels. It was his idea. 

They each dug into the cottons and silks like they were rubies and 

pearls. Eddie touched the fabrics to his cheek, his desire for comfort 

the only thing greater than his exhaustion. Piper ran to the sewing 

machines and plugged them both in. She had had a lesson in junior 

home economics once and bits and pieces were resurfacing quickly. 

Though she failed the class, she would prove she could make a 

blanket. 

Eddie was no whiz with a sewing machine but he remembered his 

mother’s actions growing up. Her nimble hands manipulating thin 

wisps of colored threads. He remembered the way she would turn a 

garment inside out and sever the threads through gritted teeth. She was 

so fast that one could barely see the transitions from step to step. 

Patterns and pins lining the wood grain. Holey little thimbles stacked 

in a tree. He was certain he could do this. It was all inside the six year 

old archived file of his head. All he had to do was close his eyes and 

he was there. He could envision watching her. 
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With handfuls of materials in hand, Eddie and Piper intently went 

forward with their plan. They assumed seats at the sewing machines 

and awkwardly threaded needles using saliva and steady fingering.  

Two hours later, both Piper and Eddie had spun absolutely nothing 

into bedding. Neither blanket was particularly attractive, but they sure 

were cozy. They had also stuffed pillows that resembled cotton ravioli 

and nestled their heads to them like they were pure down feathers. 

“Night Eddie,” Piper mumbled. 

“Night kid,” Eddie said. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The	  Peculiar	  Tale	  of	  Artasium	  
 

118 
 

* * * * * 

The next morning, Eddie and Piper awoke extremely disoriented. 

To some degree, they both had subconsciously wished it had all been a 

dream. To another degree, they found themselves getting used to 

Artasium and the distant memory of what they left behind. It was time 

to get through Pendulum Clutz, or at least get a foggy idea of how.  

Piper decided to fold up her blanket and stuff it into the available 

room in her book bag.  

“Should we try the spectators here?” she asked. 

“I don’t think we need them. At least not yet,” Eddie said.  

He opted to leave his blanket in all its patchwork glory.  

“Suit yourself,” said Piper. 

The two opened the warehouse doors to a relentless sun and 

soothing warmth. Two things that were of extreme rarity in Rumberry. 

Piper rested her bag for a moment to bask in it. The sun kissing her 

shoulders.  

Eddie lost the habitual tightness in his face and tilted his head back. 

It felt nice. Despite the work ahead, the sun was brilliant. 

When they finally began walking inside the quadrants, it was clear 

that they had entered another time period. It seemed pretty apparent 

that they entered the grid around Q3 which was presumably stuck in 

1982. It was at least easy for Eddie to decipher such a thing. The 
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details he could peer at through the windows were indicative of his 

childhood. Wood paneling lined the kitchen’s center, splitting the top 

from bottom. Sheets of mundane wall paper were laid in meticulous 

rows.  

Wallpaper, Eddie thought to himself. It was such a foreign thing 

today. He shook his head and released a light laugh. He could envision 

his family sitting down for dinner in a kitchen awfully similar to the 

one he peered at through the window.  

Piper kept a lookout since she couldn’t reach the window this was 

the job she got. So far, she hadn’t seen a soul. She heard Eddie quietly 

laughing to himself. Had he gone mad again? What was so amusing in 

the house? She looked over her shoulder, only for a moment. 

It was a moment too many though.  

“Can I help you,” a man’s voice boomed. 

Piper took one look at the man attached to the voice and decided to 

scream. 

 “Run!” 

He had had at least ten different colors of hair, all on one head. He 

also carried a cane and stood lopsided. Perhaps it was the cane that 

alerted her to the fact that they could outrun him. Perhaps he was 

merely trying to help and they were about to blow their only chance. 
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Either way, her instincts, sharpened now like an expensive paring 

knife, told her to scram. 

Eddie was so startled, he lost his balance at the window of the 1982 

kitchen. His heels couldn’t turn quick enough in the mud. He painfully 

slid his forearm down the house’s exterior and cut it ever so slightly. 

At Piper’s command, he shoved it off and began to run.  

It didn’t take long for Piper and Eddie to sprint out of the stranger’s 

sight. He was, after all, carrying a cane and hobbling. They ran right 

into what could only be Q2, or 1957. Even Piper could have made an 

educated guess at that. The homes were all one level with perfectly 

manicured lawns and Chevrolet’s as long as boats in the driveways. It 

was quite picturesque, even compared to Piper’s mansion.  

“Eddie,” Piper said once she caught her breath. 

“Yea kid,” Eddie had become partial to this new nickname he’d 

created. 

“Why does it skip a quarter, well a fifth I guess. I mean, shouldn’t it 

have a 1932?” 

Eddie couldn’t believe how bright Piper was sometimes.  

“In this place, who knows,” he said. 

Piper could see the tiniest television sets offering up black and 

white pictures inside the homes. From where she stood they looked 

practically handheld. My how times had changed. 
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They both kept walking hoping to see the lay of the land before 

even attempting a plan. They cut the corner at Eisenhower Blvd. and 

walked smack into 2007. How could these neighborhoods not 

communicate? The houses were all considerably larger, the lawns in 

slight disarray. Piper hadn’t even been born in 2007, in any of these 

times for that matter, how was she supposed to help? 

It was right around the bend of the intersection, that people could 

finally be overheard. Women’s voices. Several. They were nearby. 

Piper looked up at Eddie as if to ask, should they bother. 

Eddie asked himself the same question, before giving an affirming 

nod.  

From the bottom of the long pavement, Piper squinted to see a 

small circle of women sitting around a table. They were eating and 

drinking coffee. Tea maybe.  

“What should I say?” Piper asked Eddie. 

     Eddie thought better of trying himself. How could a bunch of 

women turn Piper away? He wished he could paint Girl Scout cookies 

and send her over with a tower of thin mints. 

“Tell them the truth. I’m sure they’ve heard it before,” Eddie said. 

“Right.” 

Piper rang the doorbell. She smoothed her clothing over to try and 

look like she hadn’t slept in a cot. 
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A woman answered, turned back to her friends, hunched to level 

with Piper as she spoke, laughed, left the door frame and finally 

returned with a giant plastic bag filled with baked goods. Eddie’s 

stomach rumbled at the sight. His eyes were so fixated on what could 

only be chocolate chip cookies, he almost neglected to see the 

woman’s face. Familiar face. How could he possibly know someone 

here? He couldn’t. It was impossible in every sense of the word. 

That face though. It was branded into his mind. He couldn’t place 

it. Piper turned and began to leave, her hand already immersed in 

crumbs and doughy puffs.  

Eddie, though starved, kept his eyes glued to the face of familiarity. 

The scent of sandalwood wafted as the door shut. The woman paid no 

mind to Eddie, as though she had never seen him before in her life. 

Piper barely noticed Eddie’s puzzlement. She licked her fingertips 

of caramel and powdered sugar. 

“Eat,” Piper said as she extended the bag. 

Eddie was about to deny the sweets when the aroma clung to his 

nose. The caramels coating the dough, the sugars tantalizing his 

nostrils. 

Coney Island. The nostalgia nearly knocked him sideways. That 

woman…was Rose the oracle. 
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Continuum. 

 

Eddie paced the warehouse that night, muttering to himself in 

almost full conversation. Piper had no idea what the fuss was about. 

He had not yet shared his recollection with her. He had tried to work it 

out all day inside his head. Why would she act like she didn’t even 

know him? How could she possibly be here? Was she sent for a lack of 

imagination? Do psychics need imagination? He knew she was a hack! 

The open-ended questions were endless. 

He played the moment over and over again, throughout their walk 

through 1907. An older coupled in Q1 fixed them soup and bread for 

dinner, even offered up their meager home for Piper and Eddie to sleep 

in. Piper was delighted to eat some home cooking while Eddie on the 

other hand, merely drug a lazy spoon through the broth, trying 

desperately to draw any conclusions he could on Rose. 

They revisited the grandfather clock after leaving the old couple. 

Unfortunately, the couple had no advice toward the challenge that 

faced Eddie and Piper. They even seemed content stuck in 1907, with 

no concern for mending the clocks. Their life by contrast was peaceful 

and humble. It seemed the only downfall they faced in the time freeze 

was a non-working coo coo clock on the kitchen wall. The fine detail 

and intricate details were stunning. Alas, no teeny bird came out 
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anymore which upset the Misses. She had become accustomed to 

filling the spaces in between the bird’s melodies. Now there was 

nothing but silence. In studying the clock up close, Eddie decided it 

was best to take one more look at the one that donned the heart of the 

park.  

The grandfather clock had not one valuable piece of information 

inscribed on the inside or outside.  

Eddie circled and then scribbled on a pad that came from Piper’s 

backpack. Then, they were on their way. To the warehouse where 

Eddie paced and muttered, muttered and paced. 

     It was clear he had wanted to work it out alone but just couldn’t 

contain the question marks inside his head anymore. It looked as 

though his head would have just about exploded. He scratched his 

misbehaved hair, he pulled at an ear lobe, tapped his fingers alongside 

his belt. Stopped. Walked. Sputtered prepositions. 

Finally, Piper had had enough. “What is it?” 

He sighed. “It just makes no sense.” 

“What doesn’t?” Piper questioned. 

“Her. Rose! The lady who gave you the cookies this afternoon,” 

said Eddie defeated. 

“How do you know her name?” 

“Exactly.” 
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“What?” Piper asked. 

“Exactly. Meaning, how do I know her name,” Eddie replied. 

“But that was my question.”  

Now Piper was the one confused. 

“I know that woman. She claimed to have been a psychic, an 

oracle,” Eddie started. 

“The one who sent you here,” Piper remembered. 

“I told you that?” 

“Yes, and I told you my chef sent me,” said Piper. 

“Right! You have a psychic, you have a chef conversation. I 

remember,” Eddie said. 

“Well, she doesn’t remember you.” 

“Precisely.”  

Eddie let out a long breath. 

“So?” 

“So? So I supposedly gave that woman, that very woman handing 

you a bag of desserts this afternoon, the note that eventually she gave 

back to me, to get me here.” 

“Whoa. What?” 

Eddie took a pause. How could he explain what didn’t even make 

sense to him? 
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He started slower. “That woman. I saw her in Coney Island. Years 

ago. Maybe fifteen or so. She knew my name that day. She handed me 

a piece of paper, that had my handwriting, signature and a message to 

myself on it.” 

Piper wrinkled her whole face to work that one out. “Well, what did 

the note say?” 

Eddie laughed. “It was what told me about Artasium.” 

Piper switched places with Eddie. She walked. She muttered. She 

tugged her split ends. Then she stopped sudden. 

“What year was that?” 

     “Well, I thought of that. I’m pretty certain it was 2006. No seven. 

Well, let me think. I had just gotten the news about my book and –” 

Piper waited. 

“No. It was 2008.” 

Eddie froze, unsure if this discovery was good or bad news.  

“She hasn’t met me yet, has she?” 

     “Nope,” Piper said with a smug look. 

“Why are you so proud, I figured it out,” Eddie said, territorially.  

“Maybe, but I just figured out how to get out of here.” 

* * * * * 
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The following morning, Eddie and Piper walked to the 2007 

quadrant, rehearsing and fact-checking the entire way. Neither had 

slept more than a wink, going over and over it all again.  

They had used the chalk boards in the warehouse and the crushed 

bits of yellow chalk to draw diagrams and timelines. From their weary 

vantage point at sunrise, it all seemed to check out. But neither felt 

certain that what they had was the answer to fix Pendulum Clutz.  

“Are you sure it’s exact,” Piper asked for the hundredth time. 

“I am more than sure. It has haunted me in my sleep on occasion. 

It’s verbatim,” Eddie said. 

“What does ver-batim mean?” Piper asked. 

“I think it’s Latin. It means word for word, kinda.” 

“Why kinda?” 

     “Let’s just get this over with,” Eddie said. 

Eddie stood with the kind of posture you use to impress someone. 

Piper fidgeted like, well, a ten year old. They pressed the doorbell. 

Rose peeked through a connected chain, reclosed the door and then 

clicked and unclicked many locks. It seemed like an awful lot of 

security. She eventually unbolted everything and smiled.  

“Yes,” she said. 

Eddie was nervous. What if this lady thought he was insane? It sure 

sounded insane through the rehearsals he and Piper repeated. In fact, it 
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never got less insane sounding, no matter how slow or paced the 

speech. Nevertheless, this may be the only way off this island and he 

wasn’t going to stall any longer. 

“Ma’am, I apologize if this sounds, well, out of left field and if we 

are being intrusive in any way, but is your name Rose?”  

This was not quite the way they had rehearsed it, but it was a close 

second. Piper shifted her eyes, she too was nervous. 

It appeared they weren’t the only ones. Rose’s complexion had lost 

an awful lot of color in the last thirty seconds. The blush had been 

completely wiped from her cheeks. This didn’t look good. 

“Come in,” she said. 

Eddie and Piper exchanged looks that said that this just wasn’t part 

of the plan. Any plan. They obeyed, despite not even being sure if it 

was Rose or not. What choice did they have? None. 

Rose, or possibly Rose, pulled back a wooden chair from the 

kitchen table and cleared her throat. She was suggesting one of them 

sit, likely Piper. She did. 

“Tea?”  

Eddie took a seat himself. Tea sounded good either way. Rose 

fussed with loose tea leaves and sliced lemons without really speaking. 

 She too seemed to be rehearsing something, something that was 

perhaps a long time coming. Her eyes remained focused on the task at 
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hand, her hands shaking as they infused and steeped leaves into boiling 

water.  

She approached the table nervous with two piping hot mugs of 

something chamomile in nature. Chamomile to calm them for a blow 

she had yet to deliver perhaps. 

“How did you find out?” she asked.  

This threw both Eddie and Piper for a loop. How did they find out? 

The question seemed ridiculous.  

Eddie went with his prepared speech in contrast to her 

interrogation.  

“Well, I suppose this will sound a bit unsavory, but we’ve met 

before, though it’d be against nature for you to remember. It took me 

quite a great deal of digging to figure out why that was.” 

“I beg your pardon?” 

     “Rose, I know this is a lot to take in, but I met you in a year that 

hasn’t happened yet. Well, for you it hasn’t.” 

With this, Rose sat for a moment. She was now the one off kilter. 

Her planned words and practiced arguments now on hold. 

“That can’t be. Can it?” 

Her lack of skepticism was a bit shocking. And relieving.  

“Maybe I should start,” she said. 
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Eddie mulled this over. Should she? He couldn’t see any benefit so 

without warning, he continued. 

“Where we are currently living, it’s 2023. The year I mean. I’m not 

even sure you know how people wind up here, in Artasium, but at least 

on Pendulum Clutz, you have to be somewhat of the wiser to some sort 

of decade freeze, for lack of a better term,” Eddie said.  

He continued, “I met you in 2008. At a fair. Not on this island that 

is. And you gave me something, because I had given it to you. In what 

I can only assume, was 2007. Here.” 

“Which is what is current for me,” she said. She caught on quick! 

“Yes. So in theory, when I first met you, I had never before seen 

you in my life. Yet you had not only seen me but received a note from 

me. Which I admit, confused the heck out of me. For years.” 

“Go on,” Rose said. 

“Now I am meeting you in what I can only describe as fifteen years 

later. But now, you have never met me, and have no recollection of 

such a thing since in your, er . . . continuum, the year 2008 will be next 

year.” 

“Which, at our rate, I will never get to see, since we are in essence, 

stuck,” said Rose. 

“Exactly,” Eddie and Piper said in unison. They were both a bit 

stunned at how easily Rose picked up on everything. 
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“Since you are both being so honest, I need to fess up to my 

portion.” 

Puzzled looks swept the faces of Piper and Eddie at once.  

Rose lowered her voice several octaves. She even did a quick look 

out the window with a clear paranoia. 

“Look, I’m not sure how or where we met, but I too am from, well, 

I guess the real world. Better yet, I’m from New York. I had years of 

being out of work and struggling as an artist before someone 

mentioned Artasium to me, in probably the same fashion they 

mentioned it to you.” 

At this bit of information, Eddie and Piper both put their mugs to 

the table and glued their ears to Rose’s lips. They were stunned. 

“I came here in pursuit of imagination, anything that could help me 

get a job. Find inspiration. It was 2007, though I suppose now that 

was, sixteen years ago. On my second island challenge, I assume the 

same it is for you, I was told to invent something brilliant and novel 

for the masses of Pendulum Clutz.” 

“They don’t even do that anymore,” Piper said. Eddie shoved an 

elbow quickly into Pipers frail arm to keep her from saying too much. 

He didn’t want to miss a minute of Rose’s apparent confession. 

“In the middle of the warehouse, there I was eyeballs deep in 

coppers and elastic, feeling like I’d never invent something if it bit me 
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on the nose when, a huge boom took over the room.  The building 

even shook and vibrated like in a movie.” 

“The explosion,” Eddie said. 

“Yes, I guess they told you. There had been such high voltage 

testing here that within an instant, it all went haywire.” 

“So what did you do?” 

     “I didn’t know what to do. They told me that I could be sort of a 

“null” challenger, go home no contest. No harm no fowl. They had to 

rethink the rules and rescript a challenge. After all, it wasn’t my fault I 

couldn’t continue the task, it was of no fault.” 

“So why didn’t you go home?” asked Piper. 

“It sounds crazy in hindsight, but I had nothing to go home to. No 

family. No job. I came here with a purpose and it ceased to show itself. 

So, instead, when they showed me the way out, I burrowed inward and 

disguised myself as a Pendulum Clutz native. I made friends even. 

With the present day people. Trust me, I tried with the past eras but I 

was too ahead of them to mesh. So I started tea parties with the girls of 

‘present day’. I call myself Sarah, and it’s been peaceful ever since.” 

Eddie wasn’t sure what to do. He massaged the folded note 

wondering if he and Piper should rework their plan. 
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“What if, not only could I unlock how to unfreeze the pendulum, 

but also offer you an idea for a job, at least for the time being,” he 

asked Rose. 

“How?”  

“When I meet you, I suppose we shall say next year, you were/are a 

psychic, an oracle, on Coney Island.” 

At this bit of information, Rose nearly spit out a warm gulp of tea. 

“An oracle!” 

“Yes. However, what if just until then, provided our out plan works 

to de-funk these clocks, what if you were? What if I gave you enough 

tidbits about 2007 to 2008, from current events to elections to lottery 

numbers, to make you money as a psychic. This way you make a 

living and we keep the plan in motion that I meet you next summer 

and you hand me this,” he said. With that, Eddie unfolded his palm. 

Rose took the crinkled replica and ironed it out by hand. 

 

 

Rose, 

Please give me this note. I need to remember the title  

Artasium. I likely won’t believe you when you tell me the  

answer to my writer’s block is in that book, so I am writing  

this in my own handwriting. 

Eddie 
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Rose’s hands shook as she read the paragraph. Could this be her 

way back home? In all the years she had spent there, albeit none that 

had passed in New York, she never even thought of returning. At least, 

she never thought it was feasible. Now, in an instant, not only was it 

feasible, but she could make a living. Maybe even be good at it! She 

thought of a book she once read about reading tea leaves and how she 

always swore she could see images among the clusters.  

“Let’s do it,” she agreed. 

Eddie’s two high corners of his mouth lifted into a grin. 

“I think we just did,” he said. 

A masculine chime repeated in the distance. 

Piper had cocked her head like an animal toward the window. She 

smiled a smile that said she had goosebumps.  

They definitely just tricked time. 

Eddie was so excited, he kissed Rose on her forehead. 

“Let’s get to that clock,” he said to Piper. 
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PART II. 
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Hybrid Hollow. 

 

Coo coo clocks were back in working order. Eddie made sure of 

this before leaving Pendulum Clutz. The delight it brought to the old 

woman’s face. The light that it flashed to the shadows of her eyes like 

a camera just blinked. The ejected wooden bird performing for her 

once again in their kitchen. It was the only entertainment she ever 

really got. And it was back. 

Eddie and Piper had received their second silver puzzle piece and 

successfully crossed Mad Monkey Bar, having now grown quite good 

at building their upper body muscles and vocabulary simultaneously.  

The second piece, as suspected linked perfectly into the first. It’d 

only be right if all five puzzle pieces connected otherwise there would 

be little point. Then again, Eddie wondered for a moment if a 

mismatched jigsaw was right up their alley around here. 

They had barely been in Hybrid Hollow for two minutes when it 

became apparent that they weren’t alone. Which may have felt okay, 

on Esrever, or even on Pendulum Clutz. The eerie presence of 

someone or something else here on Hybrid Hollow was far more 

disconcerting. Maybe because one could never be too sure of what sort 

of concocted beast could be behind them in a place called Hybrid 

Hollow. Or maybe still, it was the swampy terrains, the odd sounds 
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and pops in the distance, the soup-like thickness of the air or the 

canopy of dull bark and leaves that hung like drapery. Drapery used to 

stage a murder theater of sorts. 

It was, quite probably, a combination of all of the above. And the 

welcome poem was as unwelcoming as they had seen thus far. 

Combine a pair, feather or hair 

A mammal unknown must be grown 

But do beware, of what is out there 

One misstep and you’ll never get home... 

Piper read it aloud and it lodged a ball of saliva in the back of her 

throat. Never get home. What did that mean? In one piece? Or would 

they simply fail and end up Artasium employees? The latter wasn’t so 

bad.  

Eddie crinkled the poem in a swoop of his palm. He had little 

interest in it. He knew what they had to do. Sort of. They were to meld 

together animal fibers and birth the creation of an original. How, was 

the operative question. Never mind the fact that they had to find the 

animals they’d choose. Which also begged the obvious question of 

how long would it take to survey the already created animals? They 

had seen a Chuck right when they arrived. A chicken-duck; the 

webbed feet of a duck gripping the ground, the robust body of a 
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chicken, the coloring of a mallard, the head of a chicken with the 

wattle to match and the distinct bill of a duck. It was well assembled.  

What was daunting was the hundreds of animals that passed or 

cooed or flew or clucked or camouflaged in the distance in such a 

short time. The challenge looked a tad impossible. Had the creators 

created every combination of two and set up the players for definite 

failure? 

Eddie knew it would take weeks to study the resident animals. To 

document and properly chart what had in fact, been done. And even 

still, what if just one animal hid in the woods dormant the entire time? 

What if they missed the one hybrid that matched their choices and 

therefore they failed the challenge? 

For the preliminary research, Piper had already removed her wire 

notebooks and some pens. She wrote down the names she could place 

and drew sketches of the others. Was she certain of what an armadillo 

looked like? Not entirely.  

Eddie and Piper were at least six inches up deep in mud. Some parts 

of the ground just eaten by sediment and slush and storm. Others rose 

higher and could endure the pressure of their combined weights. Piper 

longed for rubber boots but her high socks had to do the job instead 

and they did it very poorly.  
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Surprisingly, for the climate, there were little insects to speak of. 

The humidity had not called on the mosquitos and that was a lot to be 

thankful for. The only bug either of them had seen in their trek so far 

had been lightening bugs, or at least a version of lightening bugs. They 

were tampered with enough to have a plumper if not cuddlier body yet 

the wings and intermittent glow to match. Their middles slightly fatter 

than what Piper or Eddie had ever seen.  

Just as one was close to being cupped in Piper’s hands, a voice 

bellowed. 

“You don’t want to do that,” said the man with rainbow hair and the 

cane from earlier. 

This was the man that had already managed to spook Piper once. 

She knew it was the many patches of contrast on his head that made 

her uncomfortable. Why would anyone have close to a dozen colors in 

their hair?  

The man continued, “It’s a Lee, this place is full of ‘em.” 

 Piper uncapped her hands and let the critter fly through.  

“A Lee?” asked Eddie. 

“A lightening bee,” the man said. He gently broke a small piece of 

bark and stuck it into his teeth like a toothpick. 

Piper shrieked. She couldn’t believe she was seconds from 

collecting bees. Bees, Lees. Whichever.  
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“Their stingers don’t hurt exactly the same way. They do however 

make the area they sting light up for days. That’s something you 

definitely don’t want in this place. I mean, a flashlight in your own 

skin? You might as well just throw up some flares and alert the 

animals that you’re here.” He grunted. 

“Are a lot of the native animals dangerous?” asked Eddie. 

“Enough of ‘em,” the man said honestly. 

Piper shuddered at the sound of that. She was so wrapped up in 

imagining koala bears crossed with gerbils (she wanted to name it a 

Kerbil), she hadn’t gotten to the jaguar-shark (Jark? Shaguar?) 

combinations. 

“My name is Juke. Perhaps you’ve met my brother, Jack,” the man 

said. 

Eddie and Piper both did a double take. How was that possible? 

The man gave a burly laugh. One that said he was the type of man 

to always chew bark like a toothpick. “If you’re lookin’ for my cotton 

tail, I ain’t got one,” he said. 

Piper looked away, slightly embarrassed. Eddie tried not to let his 

confusion show. 

Juke was used to it though. He had said the same speech at least 

eight dozen times, it was unrehearsed by now, auto-pilot really. He 

cleared his throat. 
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 “Jack lost his imagination many moons ago. Darn boy just didn’t 

have one. He was brilliant, just in other ways. No one could figure it 

out, the doctors tried. Our folks were discouraged. They had tried tons 

of overseas schooling for cultural gain. Nothing worked. It was hard to 

watch. The next thing we knew, he was gone. Simply didn’t come 

back home —” 

Piper and Eddie were all ears. They’d all but forgotten their own 

plight by this point, caught up in each word Juke offered to them. 

“I’m unauthorized to tell you much more than the fact that Jack 

made a fatal error on Hybrid Hollow. Mixin’ his own hair with a jack 

rabbit’s hair. He was frustrated and couldn’t find an answer to the 

challenge you two are now up against. Most of the hybrid people 

you’ve met here, had that same lapse of judgment.” 

“So why are you here?” Piper asked. She didn’t mean to come off 

so brash. 

“Me? I had the imagination of twenty inventors combined. I knew I 

could zip through this maze with my eyes closed. So, I came after 

him.” 

Juke shifted his weight from his bad leg to his good. He had kept 

their eye contact through his entire regurgitation of what happened to 

him and his brother. Until that point. Though they still clung to every 
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word like oxygen, he could no longer look at them. Maybe 

humiliation. 

“I’m sorry,” Piper said. 

“Yes, me too,” Eddie added. 

“Oh nothin’ to be sorry about there. I was happy to come bring my 

kid brother back. Problem was I was ill informed of the danger on this 

very island. The Past they call it.” 

It seemed Piper and Eddie too were ill-informed.  

“The Past?” they chorused. 

“Yep. Tricky little quicksand plot they got deep in these forests. It’s 

in your Guidebook. Cryptically, but it’s in there. Section called 

‘warning labels’ I believe,” Juke said. 

Eddie felt sheepish. Other than reading every island’s introductory 

poem, he’d barely touched the book. Barely thumbed through its 

insides or touched its contents. Shameful for a writer, really.  

“You didn’t read it I take it,” Juke noticed correctly. 

He continued, “No judgment, I hadn’t either. Clearly. I can’t tell ya 

much. But I will tell ya this. Our pasts either birth creativity, or they’re 

the death of it. If yours happens to be the latter, I suggest you keep 

your limbs,” he glanced at his leg and continued, “far away from that 

sink plot.” 
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Piper gasped. She may not have had a history to be concerned with, 

but realizing why Juke hobbled about was unsettling either way. 

“Mister Juke,” she said. 

“Just Juke,” he corrected. 

“Yes, well Juke . . . How do we, er, that is, how will we know 

where it is?” 

“You step in it and you’ll be flooded with memory. Drownin’ in the 

darn stuff. Before you shake the Past outta your system, you’ll be up to 

your eyeballs in memory you’re not careful.” 

Eddie was silent. If what Juke was saying were true, he’d be faced 

with the real reason his writing hit a dead end. Why he lost his zest for 

the written word. Heck, why he lost passion for art all together. He 

shuddered to even think of what would happen to him, confronted with 

a downpour of memory. Confronted with her. Her face. A face he’d 

worked so hard to put out of his mind. 

“Do you happen to know exactly where this section is in the book?” 

Eddie asked. 

“I do not. But the book is like everythin’ else in this place. Dig. 

Don’t take it at face value. That’s the reason you’re both here.”  

Juke spit pieces of the chewed bark to the ground like fresh 

tobacco. He was beginning to get lost in his own thoughts and it 

became clear his help stopped here. 
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“Well we certainly appreciate the advice,” Eddie said earnestly. 

“Not a problem, not a problem at all,” Juke said. He stared wide-

eyed, not breaking concentration to see them off. Piper remained quiet, 

glancing back at Juke’s leg as they left him. 

It had grown dark and neither of them had any idea where they’d 

rest their heads. Especially not here. Not with tons of unfamiliar 

animals hissing when they should be cawing or chirping when they 

should be purring in the blanket darkness. Who knew what some of 

these creatures were even capable of? Were they even safe? They 

hadn’t been observed or studied. There were no keepers, no zoos, no 

cages. No poking or prodding to understand these mammals or predict 

their behaviors.  

Eddie was frantically leafing through the Guidebook looking for 

anything that even eluded to the Past. He was coming up empty-

handed. How does one get crafty or creative with a book? It was what 

it was, was it not? A bound stack of pages. 

“How do you suppose we take Juke’s advice and make this book 

show us more than what’s written?” 

     Piper felt a warm rush come over her knowing that Eddie finally 

asked for her help. She felt wiser even in the short time she’d been on 

Artasium. How long was it now? Had it been days?  
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“Perhaps we should remove the cover? Dig at the binding. Turn it 

upside down, then right side up. Use the spectators? What about the 

paintbrush? There’s always the arrow roo-” 

“Okay, okay!” 

Piper blushed. She positioned herself properly on a log to make up 

for her childish enthusiasm. She straightened her spine and squared her 

shoulders, as her mother had once taught her to do. Her hands cupped 

one another in her lap and she chewed her lip to keep it from opening 

again. 

Eddie took notice of her show right away. “Those were all 

wonderful ideas Piper. Honestly. We just can’t possibly do them all at 

once. That was all I meant.” 

“Yes well,” Piper began. 

Eddie’s eyes widened while Piper perfected her posture and 

seasoned her words.  

Piper felt a burn, rich like poison ivy, heat the nape of her neck.  

“I was only,” she said and carefully swatted at the nip on her skin. 

“Piper it’s a L— ” 

She didn’t hear him. She didn’t need to. The imminent glow was 

obvious. Piper had been stung by a Lee and now they were going to be 

highlighted in that forest. They needed a place to hide and fast before 

the sun completely set. 
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“Let me see the Guidebook,” she urged. 

Eddie couldn’t stop staring as Piper’s arm filled with light. He had 

to admit, it was quite miraculous to watch. He fumbled a moment and 

then tossed the book to Piper. 

She felt like her arm had been injected with lead. Rather than lift 

when mentally commanded, it just sort of slunk down from her 

shoulder, like an elephant trunk. Luckily she caught the book in the 

other hand and scooped it forward with her torso. This was going to be 

frustrating. Stupid Lees. 
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Chuck, Chuck, Foose. 

 

Lodging for Hybrid Hollow was a small cabin sunken in the forest 

nearly completely eaten by brush and the remnants of leaves. It wasn’t 

pretty, but it would keep them alive. 

Behind the house was a parade of birds, a few Chucks and what 

could only be described as a Foose. Although a Gox could’ve worked. 

It had the makings of a Fox but the feathers and bill of a goose. It was 

not an attractive pairing. In the front of the house were two twin men 

on stilts standing some sort of guard. They were not an attractive 

pairing either. Noses that took up almost their entire faces. This was 

what gave them up as twins. No two people could have had that exact 

physical misfortune otherwise. 

They may very well have been there for years without having 

moved, both practically asleep standing up, but their arms still at 

attention. It was clear they were unarmed. They looked a lot more like 

a circus act than security.  

Piper poked the knee of one, gently. She would have bet he was not 

awake.  
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“Hrumph,” he said. Once he realized there was a teeny human 

prodding her teeny pointer finger at him, he called out to his other half 

at once. 

“Zaz!” 

“Intruders!” 

One eye on the other one finally opened. He muttered, yawned and 

then proceeded to close his eyes once more. 

“Zaz, you idiot!” 

With that he walked over and smacked him clear across his face. 

Piper burst out in laughter. Even Eddie couldn’t stifle a laugh. It was 

so unexpected. 

“Who what?” 

“Ahem. There are visitors present Zaz,” he said. 

The unnamed twin pulled on his jacket lapel as if to dignify himself 

post face-smacking. It did not work. Piper continued to laugh as 

discreetly as she could manage, which was not discreet at all. 

“With all due respect gentlemen, we are not intruding. We are the 

present challengers on Artasium, and we’ve reached Hybrid Hollow by 

order,” Eddie explained. 

“Impossible, there are two of you,” said the unnamed brother. 

“Yes well it was an anomaly of sorts. We apologize for scaring you. 

Now, can we stay here or not? Is there some secret password?” 
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Zaz began to chuckle now. “Password!” 

“Oh you imbecile, keep quiet!” the first twin barked. He turned to 

Eddie. “I apologize for Zaz, he is not the sharpest tool in the toolbox.” 

Piper craned her neck to meet eyes with the first twin. “That’s not 

very nice mister.” 

“My dear girl, dare I guess that you are an only child?” 

Piper nodded, begrudgingly. 

“That’s what I thought. Nevertheless, I am Raz and we are here to 

protect the house from the animals.” He extended his hand.  

Piper couldn’t reach if she tried, but Eddie managed to make his 

formal introduction.  

“Why are you on stilts?” Eddie asked. 

“We are trained on them sir. A fair amount of the resident mammals 

here are, rather . . . sizeable. We couldn’t possibly tame them from 

your vantage point.” 

Eddie did not like the sound of that. Neither did Piper. 

“May we go in?” 

“You may head in when you are ready, yes. You will find your 

beakers, test tubes, tweezers, magnifying glasses, fusion solutions, 

blending jelly and matches on the counter. I am to assume you both 

have already been prepped on fusion instruction?” 
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Try as he may, Eddie found nothing crafty in the Guidebook, and 

neither did Piper. They flipped it every which way and then back 

around again. Invisible ink, the spectator view; they had even sliced 

into the binding with a pocket knife (Eddie did the cutting). No secret 

pockets, hidden seams or buried inserts. Zilch. 

The chapter on Hybrid Hollow was very, well, hollowed out.  

So how was it that Zaz, Raz and Juke all had scraps of information 

supposedly from the same book? Was it even the same Guidebook? Or 

was it revised for Piper and Eddie since there were two of them? Made 

to be more difficult. 

Eddie bit the bullet. “I had not studied the fusion process because 

frankly, I had not seen it. I saw no mention of beakers or the things 

that you say. Just like I saw no mention of this so called Past that 

we’ve been warned about.” 

This aroused Zaz. “Past!” His sleepy eyes widened. With a long 

snort that followed, he drifted back out of consciousness. 

“Ignore him,” Raz commanded. 

Piper cocked her head to study Zaz as he slept. He was so openly 

peculiar. She began to wonder if he could help them more than Raz.  

“If you’ll excuse us, we’ll be going inside now. That is, if you have 

nothing further to tell us about the Past or the fusion,” Eddie egged on. 



The	  Peculiar	  Tale	  of	  Artasium	  
 

151 
 

“What is there to say about the Past? It’ll eat you alive. Well, I 

guess not literally. For some, it may be a walk in the park I suppose, 

though I don’t know any. Do you Mr. Dunhill?” 

Eddie was taken aback. Why did Raz know his name? His face 

went a little flush in hearing it.  

“I suppose not,” was all he answered and pushed past the guards. 

Piper was close in tow.  
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* * * * * 

The house hardly accommodated them, resembling more of a 

chemistry lab than lodging once inside. There was a cabinet stocked 

with dry food, which was a nice change of pace from the wild goose 

(real goose not foose) chase. They had to sleep in chairs, though 

neither Piper nor Eddie did much of it anyway. Eddie’s mind was 

repeating the Past and Piper thought every bump in the night was a 

wolf head on a grizzly bear’s body.  

‘Would that be a Grolf or a Wizzly,’ she told herself not to think. 

They fumbled around the counters getting a feel for how the fusion 

process could work, but still uncertain of the directions. Perhaps it was 

instinct, but the baser science eventually unfolded itself.  

Instinct, was a thing foreign to both of them until now. It seems 

Artasium had had an impact after all. There were just a few missing 

links. 
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* * * * * 

As the sun set over the Hollow, Piper and Eddie both groggily rose 

from their chairs, unaware if they had drifted for an hour or a minute.  

Piper missed her eggs benedict and the sound of Butter’s puttering 

about in seed and paper. She missed her plush blankets and silken 

sheets. Her neck was sore from miscalculated positioning and yawns 

repeatedly crawled up her back and out of her mouth. For the first 

time, she was really homesick. 

She peered over at Eddie who looked equally as messy as he did at 

school on any given day. He was splashing handfuls of cool water on 

his face. It was clear he hadn’t gotten sufficient sleep either. Piper was 

sure she’d heard him clanking glass about in the middle of the night. 

Wedging test tubes into wooden holders, torching metals over burners 

and mixing serums with a spatula. She’d known the indicators, she’d 

done the same thing hours prior. 

Without a complete mixing plan in place, there was nothing they 

could do other than venture through the Hollow, for clues or for 

research. The research being of course, the process of elimination on 

the many hybrids already lurking about the grounds. To cross off the 

many combinations that they’d found original last night, but in the 

light of study, were mere duplicates. 
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Piper only perked up a bit when she realized that what the lodging 

lacked in sleep accommodations, it made up for in a fully stocked 

fridge in addition to the dry storage. She loaded up her backpack with 

anything and everything that wouldn’t spoil on their hike. There were 

also enough fresh fruits there to feed them for days and for this she 

was grateful. 
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* * * * * 

They saw Raz and Zaz on their way to the trail. Raz and Zaz 

however, did not see them. Guards they were not. What they could do 

taming animals had yet to be seen. Hopefully it was better than what 

they had proven thus far. Eddie led the way from the cabin to the thick 

of the woods. Piper lagged behind, weighted down heavily by her 

book bag, clinking as she walked. 

They reached the mouth of the woods after about half of a mile of 

concentrating hard on not snapping branches with their steps. It wasn’t 

easy to keep quiet in a forest. Now they knew how deer felt in the 

presence of huntsmen. Eddie didn’t want to let on to Piper that they 

were walking prey to thousands of unknown species. They were 

breakfast if they walked too heavy-footed. He decided it was better to 

make it a game instead. Whoever snapped a twig lost.  

Piper knew exactly what Eddie was doing but she decided she’d 

play anyway. No one ever really played games with her. It was a rush 

to compete actually.  

They’d seen four animals before even getting started. The names 

were unbeknownst to them, but what they passed were a Squossum, a 

Frizzard, a Tougle and a baby Snurtle.  

Eddie had a pencil in his ear, sharpened and ready to pen every 

single concoction they passed. A roll of receipt tape was in his pocket 
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(he’d found it at the cabin) and he scribbled on both sides, testing for 

which was the waxy one and which he could write on. Eddie took the 

weight of the book bag for Piper as she clearly struggled. 

Piper was focused on what halfway resembled a butterfly with the 

coloring of a lady bug. Badybug or Lutterfly? She smiled to herself. It 

just had to be Lutterfly. She could get the hang of this. She tried to 

offer her finger for the insect to perch, but it flew off quite 

uninterested. 

Eddie feverishly documented everything they saw. He was too 

afraid of getting stuck on Hybrid Hollow to take chances with this 

challenge. Too afraid of the Past. Too afraid of seeing Vanessa for the 

first time in ten, no twenty, years. It was something he simply couldn’t 

handle. He wouldn’t handle.  

“What was that Piper?” 

“A lutterfly,” Piper answered, delighted. 

“Flylutter! Flylutter! Lutterfly!” a round of Peatries circled 

overhead. 

Eddie craned his neck to watch the obnoxious red birds taunt the 

sky with their presence.  

With a craned neck, a heavy weight and a momentary lapse on both 

control and step, Eddie kissed the ground with a lead foot and an 

unguarded defense. His right foot began to slowly descend, at first it 
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was all completely unbeknownst to him. Was he off kilter? Was his 

equilibrium shy of function? Or was he simply slipping? Lowering? 

“Piper!” 

This was the last thing he recalled and then . . .   

There was her symmetrical face, in angelic proportion and 

unskewed perfection. He instantly, not progressively, felt a blow to his 

chest. It couldn’t be. Vanessa. He’d know those eyes anywhere. They 

had a veil of lashes around them. Features chiseled from someone far 

better than Michelangelo. Beauty itself knew nothing when it came to 

her. It was always that way. And suddenly there she was. Dainty and 

refined. She looked at him as though wondering where he had been for 

moments not for twenty plus years. Like she knew nothing of their 

departure. She looked to him for answers. 

One minute he pioneered the forest and the next, he was young and 

watching his muse dance to a lack of music. She was nimble, graceful. 

She hummed and he watched, pen in hand. He wished he could draw 

anything close to her. But his gift was in written words and somehow, 

at Central Park today, he’d illustrate her every move without a single 

drawing.  

She stood at the mouth of a horse, followed by a carriage, willing it 

to speak human. She caressed the horse’s hair with a feather touch and 

slowly chewed the warm almonds from a nearby vendor. It was their 
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first date and Edward had never felt anything more magnificent in his 

life. Despite the cold that begged his bed sheets, she was suddenly all 

that mattered. All that could provide warmth from the Winter.  

“I think he likes me,” Vanessa said. 

He wondered how anything could not. But he bit his tongue. He 

knew the game he was forced to play. 

“Maybe,” was all he offered her.  

Why, he wondered now with depleted resistance. But retrospect was 

foolish and flawed. Or foolproof. Either way. 

“Should we dare a caricature?” Eddie asked. 

Eddie wanted someone more talented than himself to archive this date. 

He didn’t being a camera. He knew he should have brought a camera.  

“Picture for you and the lady,” asked the man who rapidly spread 

charcoals like it was simple. 

“How much?” Eddie bargained like it mattered in the first place. 

“Five.” 
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* * * * * 

Piper yelled at the top of her lungs but Eddie did not even shift his 

gaze. He looked as though he’d been electrocuted, deafened and dumb 

with shock. His face was frozen and watchful but his legs scampered 

in duress. It seemed as though the top half hadn’t yet spoken to his 

bottom half. And then, for a brief second, he came to. He moved his 

weight to his right and whole heartedly tried to reach a vine so the tide 

beneath him didn’t fully engulf him. Piper saw him meet her eyes, just 

for a second. She scoured the brush for a meatier branch, anything to 

help him gain traction. 

“Eddie don’t give in to it!” 

Piper’s eyes began to fill with tears as she feared Eddie was about 

to vanish to a place she wasn’t entirely sure of. She could tell he 

couldn’t hear her words, but she offered a log that Eddie’s palm finally 

met.  
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* * * * * 

Eddie and Vanessa were at the Bronx Zoo. Their third date and to 

this day his favorite day spent with any person in the world. He 

tattooed the details of that day in his mind and then put a finishing 

lacquer over them. He loved everything about it.  

He could smell her perfume, a linen and gardenia medley. He 

watched her pieces of hair dance wildly around her ear and over her 

head in the wind. Her cheek bones looked like a sculptor just finished 

them with a steel chisel and vanished. Eddie tried so hard not to stare, 

it was a challenge. 

They walked heavy on the gravel in slow strides, taking their time 

and reading the signs that most don’t bother with. It was just at the 

brink of summer and Eddie saw that the sun kissed Vanessa’s face 

with freckles. Just a few. 

“This poor baby is about to be completely extinct. Imagine how he 

feels.” 

Compassion. Eddie saw it so rarely in New York. This girl wasn’t 

real. She couldn’t be. 

“I think if I was about to be the last human being, I may be okay 

with it,” he quipped. 

“Oh, you say that Edward but come on! If you were really the very 

last and only human in the world, you’d be, well you’d be lonely.” 
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Eddie felt Vanessa’s rose colored glasses slipping from the bridge 

of her nose. He couldn’t allow it. She was too uncynical. 

“Maybe I’d still get to have you before the species went extinct,” he 

said. He saved her smile corners. And then she kissed him. Right in 

front of the Golden Toad tank. He would never forget it as long as he 

lived. 

He knew from the moment he kissed her, he had found his muse. 
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* * * * * 

Piper pulled back on the log, leveraging her weight appropriately. 

She anchored her heels in the mud that she could be sure wasn’t 

quicksand. She angled and contorted, feeling the pull of the Past on the 

other end was working much harder than she. She had to get Eddie out 

of there. If he could just snap out of it and fight. There was just two 

feet of him above the bubbling pit now and he was barely resisting. 

She was afraid he’d lose his legs like Juke, or worse. She was sweating 

from every pore and her muscles felt like they had been injected with 

Novocain.  

“Eddie snap out of it!” she yelled. 

For some reason, unknown to Piper or himself, he did. He snapped 

out of it and this time gripped the extended log so hard his skin began 

to draw blood.  

He wanted to be with Vanessa so bad it hurt, even if it wasn’t real. 

The tide beneath him was strong and it would be so easy to give in and 

be with her, to let it sweep over him, but how would he get out again? 

Was it even possible to get out again? 

He wrestled with gravity as his face began to dip below the warm 

sediment. His eyes could still spot the topiaries that lined the path, but 

the mucky debris began to fill his nostrils. He had to pull harder or he 

and Piper both were going to be swallowed. 
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Piper had planted her feet so deep into the mud and muck that she 

was almost up to her knees but at least she wasn’t going to see-saw 

over top. She could barely feel her hands anymore. And just like that . 

. . Eddie began to win. He climbed up the bark with newfound 

strength, knowing he couldn’t leave Piper to fend the rest of the way 

herself. He propped one elbow on the land that wasn’t giving way to 

memory and history. He steadied his weight and hoisted his own 

soaked lower half out. Heaving and panting, Eddie was finally on solid 

ground and Piper let go of the bark, turning up two callused palms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Golden Toad. 

 

“What did you see?” Piper pressed Eddie back at the cabin. 

Eddie was still reeling from his experience. He hadn’t offered 

much, merely turned the incidents over in his mind. He had fair 

warning of what the Past could do to him. And it was no secret he had 

never quite gotten Vanessa out of his mind.  
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What he didn’t know, was the effect it all still had. He had 

cemented and spackled over those areas of his mind so well, he never 

knew the coats could be lifted and there she was still ever-present 

underneath. The blockages lifted like feathers but he had intended the 

weight of bricks. How could the memories just spill back out and soak 

everything, coat an entire setting like a simple zoo with feelings as 

permanent as ink? Just the imagery of that golden toad glass casing 

and he could taste her kiss again. He could fill with the scent of 

gardenias like someone potted him full of flowers. He could . . .  

“The zoo. I saw an old love at the zoo. We were on our third date 

all over again. Vanessa.” 

Piper tried hard to follow. 

“Vanessa?” 

“I don’t expect you to fully understand. Vanessa was the love of my 

life. I . . . I made the mistake of letting her go. Pushed her away in fact. 

To a ten year old, it’ll sound ridiculous. To me, it sounds ridiculous,” 

Eddie admitted. 

“And this zoo?” 

“The Bronx Zoo. We were right in front of this exhibit. The golden 

toad. It was about to be extinct. She— ” 

“Is it?” 

“Is what?” 
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“Is it extinct?” 

“How should I know? I presume. Why?” 

Piper thought for a moment. Just a moment and then a spark filled 

her eyes. 

“Can you go back and get it?” 

Eddie was all but lost. 

“Can you visit the Past one more time and grab that toad?” 

It didn’t take much longer for Eddie to catch on. If he could steal that 

last little critter of its kind, they could virtually blend it with anything 

in the Hollow. Even if someone had, and the likelihood was low, 

spotted one before their extinction, the odds of them fusing it with the 

same other half were a million to one. She was right. And it was 

brilliant. 

“I don’t know. Yes? But can I escape again is a better question,” 

Eddie wondered aloud. 

“We need to coach you. You have to remember that memories 

aren’t real. She isn’t real. None of it is.” 

For a ten year old, Eddie had to admit, she suddenly sounded like 

the adult here. What were memories anyway? Skewed versions of 

events that painted much better pictures than the truth. Repeated 

enough times, they looked real. They felt real. But nothing in this 

world could be faker. Just stories we sold to our mind. Passed down 
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like fables or tall tales. This was over twenty years ago. Could he even 

trust his mind with the accuracy? He supposed not. 

“Okay. I will go back in. You’re absolutely right.” 

Piper was proud of herself. She just knew this would work. They’d 

get the golden toad and begin fusion tomorrow night if everything 

went according to plan. 

“Now all we have to do is figure out how the fusion works,” she 

said. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * * * 
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It was 7 A.M. the following morning and Piper barely slept a wink. 

Again. Eddie, on the other hand, had just had his first peaceful night’s 

sleep in years. He arose and stretched like a new man.  

Piper had fumbled with glass beakers and microscopes all night, 

paying close attention to the Guidebook’s small passage on fusion. She 

did find one. There was no grave detail. It was cryptic to a flaw and 

chemistry was a bit above her. That didn’t stop her from trying. She 

was fairly certain she knew what to put in the peatry dishes, just not 

exactly sure she knew what came next. 

The first order of business, however, was to get that toad. She’d 

also need to explore the trees for another animal, the rarest she could 

conjure up on her end. Though, she didn’t think leaving Eddie alone in 

that cauldron-looking fluid was a good idea.  

“You ready?”  

Eddie’s vigor was restored and nearly odd to witness.  

Piper yawned. “I think so. I’m a little worried about—“ 

“Nothing to worry about! You figured this out Piper! Don’t you 

see? We are almost home free!” 

Piper had her doubts. She decided if Eddie was this enthusiastic to 

keep those doubts to herself. She shut the Guidebook and clinked and 

clanked the beakers out of the way. There was time to experiment 



The	  Peculiar	  Tale	  of	  Artasium	  
 

168 
 

later, when and if they even got the golden toad. Or any other animal 

as well. 

An hour later, they had followed the row of topiaries exactly as they 

had yesterday. Still neither of them were sinking. Piper was beginning 

to get hungry despite the fact that the cabin actually had such a decent 

assortment of food. She sat momentarily on a large dirt pile, her 

clothes far too dirty to fuss over anymore. 

“Do you think we could wash some of our clothes in the river 

tonight?” 

Eddie stopped cold. 

“Did you hear that?” 

Piper looked over her shoulder. She hadn’t heard anything. 

It came a second time. A deep-gutted growling she first mistook for 

her own stomach. 

“I thought that was me,” she confessed. 

“Well it wasn’t. Don’t move too suddenly but try to slowly walk 

over by me.” 

Eddie was frightening her. Did he see something? 

She raised her body ever so slightly. 

Eddie backed up about a foot, away from the noise, giving Piper 

room to walk to his side. Just as his left foot retreated its final step, he 

knew instantly his balance was compromised. He was sinking. Fast. 
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“Piper,” he whispered this time. 

Piper saw his pant leg being covered quickly in mud. This was it. 

He continued, “You have to get out of here. Make your way as 

quietly as you can back to the cabin. Ask Raz and Zaz if they know of 

any rare species in the area. If you can’t grab a hold of it, try to pluck a 

feather or hair but don’t go after anything that can harm you. Do you 

understand? Stick with a small amphibian or bird.” 

“Eddie I can’t leave you in the Past, it’s too dangerous!” 

“You can’t stay here. I’ll be fine.” 

Piper lifted each leg carefully, trying not to snap a twig or step in 

the Past herself. 

“Okay, but remember. It’s not her. Don’t let your memory trick 

you. It’s not her,” Piper repeated. 

Eddie wasn’t resisting so he sunk far faster than the first time. 

Before Piper knew it, his entire head vanished. She was alone. Alone 

with an unseen animal lurking nearby. This wasn’t good. 

She walked with precision, swiftly but softly back toward the cabin. 

Her heart was racing in a way she had never known possible. How 

would she ever find a rare bird out here? Raz and Zaz weren’t that 

likely to help her. They did have stilts though. Could she walk on 

stilts? Could she borrow them? 



The	  Peculiar	  Tale	  of	  Artasium	  
 

170 
 

The growl came again. It sounded close but Piper knew not to stop 

and look back. She had to pick up the pace. She wished she knew how 

to throw off his scent, send him down a wrong path like they did in the 

movies. But there was no time for that. She trailed the topiaries, 

quicker and quicker each step. 

Careening above everything, were the nose-filled faces of Raz and 

Zaz. She couldn’t be more delighted to see two (ugly) faces. She 

reached them and then doubled over panting. 

“I need . . . to know . . . of a rare bird around here. Or maybe fish. 

Or . . . something similar,” she offered between pants. 

Raz and Zaz looked at one another before giving up anything. 

“Was something chasing you?” 

“Yes. I didn’t see it. It was a low growl,” she said. 

“Do it,” said Zaz. 

“Huh?” 

“Can you imitate the growl?” Raz asked. 

Piper wasn’t sure if they were serious. They looked pretty serious. 

“Grrawlaarrrl?” 

It was the best she could do. 

Raz looked at Zaz in a panic. 

“We have to leave the premises. Go inside and lock the doors. 

Please, do as we say.” 
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Piper was confused. And now much more alarmed then before. 

“I can’t. I have to gather an endangered animal. You must 

understand why. It’d help if you knew of any I could look for. That 

way I could get back to safety from whatever it is you are going after,” 

Piper bargained. 

“If it helps, we have only one Galapagos Tortoise on the Hollow. 

We call him Al. He’s easy to find but not easy to get. We’d tell you 

more but time is of the essence. We think you were being chased by a 

Boger. Years ago we had an adventurist of sorts who sought two 

dangerous animals in hopes that he was the only one with the courage 

to do so. Jacque was his name.” 

“Was he right? Did he pass?” 

“Do you think anyone else would pet a boar and a tiger in the same 

day?” 

Piper didn’t need to answer. It was rhetorical. 

With that, Raz and Zaz marched off on their high wooden leg 

extensions. She had no idea how they warded off a Boger, but frankly, 

she was better off not knowing. 

She was off to find Al, no matter what. 
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* * * * * 

Eddie reminded himself a dozen times that what he was about to 

see wasn’t real. He said it all the way under. He repeated the mantra. 

Yet the minute he saw her, back in that zoo, he forgot every word. 

“Where did you go?” Vanessa asked. Or at least non Vanessa 

asked. 

Eddie didn’t know what to say. He was reasoning with a memory. 

That just wasn’t possible. 

He kept his eye on the toad, fixated on its bulging eyes and small 

body. He had no idea how he was going to pull this off. 

“I . . . I had to get my camera. I didn’t want to miss the chance to 

take pictures again. Regretted it since Central Park,” Eddie lied. 

Vanessa smiled. “I don’t even know if they allow photography 

here.” 

Eddie had no idea how, but there beneath his chin was an old 

camera looped around his neck and sitting on his chest. He wasn’t 

even certain he remembered how to use the antique. It was shiny and 

new there but eons behind what he was used to now. 

“Take my picture Eddie! Oh I just love being photographed!” 

Eddie unwound the hunky device from his neck, taken aback by its 

weight. 
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“Okay. Why don’t you pose right there, before we get caught by the 

Zookeeper.” 

Vanessa leaned against the glass casing, her arms spread like a hug 

and a wide smile opened on her face. Eddie raised the small camera 

window to his right eye, and centered her in the frame. He nearly got 

lost in the moment when the Golden Toad came into view in her 

background. He clicked the button. 

They awaited the Polaroid result impatiently. He inched his way to 

her, with somewhat of a plan in mind.  

“Eddie?” 

His focus was thrown. 

“Hmm” 

“Don’t leave me again,” she said. 

He felt paralyzed. How could he do this to her all over again? He 

was bombarded all at once of their four year journey in a slideshow-

like stream of consciousness. He remembered the day he had left her 

the first time. He hadn’t completely wanted to. He was just so wrapped 

up in work and found it harder and harder to be so close to someone 

else. 

For an instant, he thought he could just stay. Do things right this 

time. Be with Vanessa, wherever they were. Rewrite the one thing he 

couldn’t rewrite all these years. 
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He closed his eyes and planted his lips on hers. A kiss he had all but 

blocked out the wonderment of. Her hair touching his unshaven face. 

The fear that his stubble might scratch her delicate skin. 

He would have stayed forever, but this wasn’t real. Slowly he raised 

his arm over the partition and with the touch of an expert, he scooped 

up the golden toad careful not to hurt it. 

“You’re not real,” he stated simply. 
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The Galapoad. 

 

One thing that Raz and Zaz forgot to mention in their haste, was 

that the Galapagos Toad was close to 900 pounds and the length of 

two Piper’s laid feet to head. She managed to find Al with ease, and 

then was completely stumped. He had no hair. He had no feathers. 

There was no chance she could take him back to the cabin.  

“Well Al, you win,” she reluctantly admitted. 

 Al didn’t talk. He didn’t even move. Which she supposed was a 

good thing if Eddie could find another solution.  

Eddie. How she hoped he was all right! 

She nearly tip-toed her way back through the woods, the tropical 

climate beginning to get to her. There was no sign of Raz, Zaz or 

Eddie anywhere.  

Piper went back to the cabin as instructed, careful how she walked. 

The growl of the Boger now a distant memory. She was thankful for 

that much. 

She re-entered the house to find a somewhat disgruntled Eddie with 

a new friend, a Golden amphibian with watchful eyes. The poor thing 

looked wretchedly nervous. 

“You got him!” 
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Eddie should have been prouder of his conquest. Instead he looked 

as though he may have chosen the wrong fate. 

“Yes,” was all he said. 

“Eddie that’s fantastic!” 

“I suppose.” 

“I found the Galapagos Tortoise,” she countered. 

“The what?” 

“A really rare tortoise that is basically the size of four of us.” 

“What did you do with it?” 

“Nothing. What could I do with it Eddie?” 

Eddie stared longingly at the toad. He had no answers and neither did 

Piper. 

“Are you okay?” 

Eddie swallowed. Then thought.  

“I will be,” he answered. 

“Maybe if we bring all the supplies and your toad to the tortoise. 

Maybe then we can fuse them, no?” 

Eddie took another pause. Finally, he smiled. “I think that’s a safer 

bet Piper.” 
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* * * * *  

After nearly two hours of almost attempts and unconfident 

retractions, Eddie and Piper finally created what was known as the 

Galapoid. Pronounced [Gala-pode]. They were proud of their equal 

part concoction of jellies, liquids, chemicals and gas. It all unraveled 

for them like lab partners pulling off an unexpected “A” on the final 

exam.  

They modified the solutions to fit the subjects since they’d likely be 

the few who had no hair or feather to work with. They also took into 

consideration the relative sizes. Once a mildly potent mixture was 

lathered on a wooden stick, Piper smoothed the goo over the Golden 

Toad’s hind legs. He was not very happy about this, but obliged. 

Mixture in place, they walked back to Al and affixed the toad to his 

decorative shell and within a millisecond, there stood before them the 

(hopefully only) Galapoad. It was approximately 45 pounds, a 

marvelous shiny golden with copper hues and quite the equal 

distribution of both animals. Piper was instantly fond of it and 

demanded it have a name. A name other than Galapoad. Which was 

indeed bad but par for the course. 

“Can we name him Calvin?” 

“Calvin? Sure,” Eddie agreed. He had to admit, it sort of resembled a 

Calvin. 
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Suddenly, Calvin hopped, heavy shelled-backside and all. He 

carried all that weight and propelled himself into the air and landed 

back on his legs.  

“We need to bring him to the cabin,” Eddie said and picked the 

creature up, steady and careful.  

“What should I do with the Golden Toad?” Piper asked. 

“Set it free, Eddie began, “I’m not going back to the Past, ever 

again.” 
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PART III. 
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Dorayme River. 

 

Eddie and Piper passed Hybrid Hollow with two special 

achievement badges; one for the rarest hybrid ever created on the 

Hollow and the other for creativity in seeking an animal. Juke 

commended Eddie’s journey into the Past, a feat he could not himself 

accomplish. He gave them their third interlocking puzzle piece and a 

blue ribbon each to be pinned to their clothing. 

Once directed out of the Hollow, they were to cross Dorayme River 

this time as opposed to taking the Monkey Bars. It wasn’t until they 

reached the river’s mouth that the pronunciation of the River’s name 

struck a chord (no pun intended) with Eddie and Piper. 

Do-Ray-Me. Sounded familiar. 

Juke had given them only one piece of advice and that was to use 

one of their senses to get across. 

Of course, in true Artasium fashion, there wasn’t a bridge, rock, or 

other solid in sight. Simply water. 

“Eddie, Jack said we have to play our way across,” Piper said. “I 

think he meant musically.” 

Eddie knew she was spot on. The question was how. 

Piper sat for a moment, pulling out the final pieces of fruit and 

crackers that were in her bag.  
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“We still have the paint,” she said. 

“And the glasses,” Eddie added. 

“And another call on Jack and Beaterman,” Piper remembered 

aloud. 

“Let’s hold that one as long as we can,” Eddie reasoned. There 

were two more obstacles after all.  

Piper extended a ripe pear to Eddie who declined. She shrugged and 

took a bite herself. She could tell Eddie was deep in thought. 

He too rested his legs for a moment. He could see nothing in sight. 

Were the spectators the right choice here? That wasn’t exactly good 

use of senses. It almost felt like cheating.  

He gently pulled at a grass blade. 

Just as Piper was about to make another suggestion, she heard it. 

The paper fine noise of a harp string. 

She turned. Eddie had missed it. 

“Do that again,” she told him. 

“Do what again?” 

“Pull at those weeds,” she said. 

Eddie was confused but did it anyway. 

There it was again. An in and out, up and down windy vibrato that 

couldn’t be mistaken. 

Eddie’s eyes widened. 
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“The instruments are all here!” Eddie said excitedly. 

Piper had no idea where the next would be, but what she did know 

was that a piece of beach glass had risen in the water. Large enough to 

step on for sure. It was a pure prism of color and reflection. It 

reminded Piper of sand bottles she had once seen (but never made) at a 

local fair. They were filled with uneven layers of colored sand.  

She had to play too! Her eyes darted swiftly around the river.  

Eddie’s hands couldn’t get enough of the grass. The sound was 

exquisite. 

Piper lifted two uneven sticks from the dirt. She struck them on the 

chopped body of a tree trunk. A deep and masculine bass danced into 

the air, and into their ears. 

As suspected another piece of beach glass appeared. Eddie hopped 

up from his knoll and scoured the ground for something hollow. 

Coming up empty, he wrestled up several large leaves from a nearby 

tree and funneled them. He raised them to his mouth and blew gently. 

The cheery symphony of flutes left the other end.  

Piper gathered pebbles and filled her book bag. She shook them in 

short rhythms and listened to the output of Maracas.  

Everything they touched turned to sound. A melodious concert 

within everything! In all of her attempts to avoid the band and chorus, 

Piper never really realized just how magnificent sound was.  
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Eddie was lost in a ballad he’d found within the water, the ripples 

were like piano keys as he drug his pointer finger through. He didn’t 

even have enough patience to sit with just one instrument. It was as 

though they had created a 12 piece orchestra. No, more! They had a 

band between only the two of them. 

Eddie bounced from rock to rock like the sudden rip of a 

xylophone. Piper skinned the bark of a tree and balled up a handful of 

moss then squeezed out the regal noise of bagpipes. 

There was more than enough erected beach glass to cross, but it was 

tough to leave. Despite their desire to move on, aside from the 

exhaustion that began to wear on them, and regardless of the growing 

hunger for their next meal, Dorayme River was the most delight either 

of them had ever known. 

Breathy and elated, the two finally stopped not knowing if an hour 

had passed or three hours had passed or perhaps a day. The sky had 

definitely grown darker and the temperature had dropped to a more 

comfortable climate. As they made their way further away from 

Hybrid Hollow, the tropical thickness seemed to dissipate and the 

humidity melted off of them.  

They each stepped gingerly on every piece of beach glass until the 

end, offering a delicate violin note with each step. 
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When they reached solid land on the other side of the river, there 

stood nothing before them but a huge factory. 
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Baker’s Dozen. 

 

The factory doors were locked. It was almost impossible to tell 

what was on the other side. Or what sort of building it even was. What 

kinds of things were made in there? There were no signs, no window 

dressings of any kind, not a mailbox or physical piece of identity 

anywhere. Piper rapped her small hand on the door a few times. 

Nothing.  

Eddie thumbed through the Guidebook, though at this point he 

wasn’t even sure why he bothered anymore. Not once had he found 

what everyone else claimed to get out of this book. It was as bare 

bones as possible. Practically nothing more than the anorexic copy of 

Artasium he and Piper originally laid their hands on. He slid the 

Guidebook back into the knapsack, once again defeated.  

While Piper bobbed and weaved around the entrance, her palms 

touching the steel for clues like she was reading Braille, Eddie decided 

to give a go to the front pavement. He paced slowly. There had to be a 

way in. One they didn’t see. What else would they do here? Was this 

the challenge? To simply get inside a locked building? Then it dawned 

on him that he had never read the welcome poem. Had he missed it?  

Eddie started for the doorframe, and out of the corner of his eye, he 

spotted something he hadn’t seen in all of Artasium. A colorful residue 
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trailed from his shoes, as though he had just danced in smashed up 

crayons. Pastels just . . . shadowed his heels! 

“Piper, check this out,” he beckoned. 

“No, check this out Eddie!” 

Her nose was now buried in the book but Eddie was more than 

convinced that no matter what she found in those pages, it paled in 

comparison to what was happening beneath his feet. 

Piper read aloud, still not turning her attention, and Eddie 

impatiently listened while continuing his own amusement at his toes. 

“A teaspoon of taste, two parts scent 

And just a dash of touch 

Can you make the daily bake 

If you can only use so much?” 

Piper finally looked up. “What did you want to show me?” she 

asked. The minute her eyes took in the picture, she didn’t need an 

answer. Eddie was coloring as he walked! 

She marched to the blacktop pavement herself and dove on like a 

ballerina. Her arms arched in an upward oval and her body lengthened 

and shortened in rhythmic circles as she spun, the color dust attached 

to her soles.  

“It’s like a chalkboard! Maybe we can draw another doorway. Or a 

doorbell. Or a window,” Piper said mid-spin. She was enchanted. 
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“We can draw whatever you want I suppose. But where? On the 

building? Sideways? Or right here on the pavement?” Eddie 

questioned. 

“Let’s do both!” Piper exclaimed. 

Piper pointed her toe and drug her foot in symmetrical parallel 

lines. She finished in a circular motion for a knob. Just as they both 

were about to test the theory beneath them, and go in, someone came 

out instead. 

That someone, was Jack. 

“You simply cannot leave this way. It is far too close to a loophole! 

The next thing you know your artistic stunt will have you criss-

crossing right into the catacombs of LoopHole 3. That is how 

accidents happen,” Jack sped-talked. 

Piper and Eddie had no clue what he was talking about. 

“LoopHole three?” Eddie asked. 

“What is a loophole?” Piper followed. 

Jack smiled. Just not a toothy, playful smile. A smile that very 

clearly begged the question, ‘How did you two buffoons make it this 

far?’ 

“My dear, you have passed two already. You are telling me you 

have not used either of them?” 
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Eddie hated when people pronounced either as though it started 

with a long “I”. It was one of those things that went right through him. 

He was used to Brits doing it though and tried hard to ignore it. He 

highly doubted that Jack was British anymore after meeting Juke. Just 

an overpriced accent from boarding schools. 

Eddie wasn’t the only one slightly annoyed. 

“We didn’t use our last call on you,” Piper said. 

“Excuse me?” 

Even Eddie was dumbfounded. It was such a. non polite remark for 

Piper. 

“I didn’t mean to be rude,” she stammered. “I just wanted to be 

certain, positively certain, that we needed your help before we called 

on you. And well . . .” 

“Well dear, let me assure you that you positively did call on me, 

whether you realized it or not and that you positively need me here,” 

Jack asserted. 

Piper looked like she drank spoiled milk. She had not expected 

either of those answers from Jack.  

“Fine,” she declared. She crossed her arms in front of her chest. 

“Where’s Beaterman?” 

This was the most childish Eddie had ever seen Piper act. It was 

refreshing actually.  
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Right on command, a tail appeared and then the rest of a scruffy 

body followed suit. Beaterman barked an abrupt but cordial hello. 

“Hello Beaterman,” Jack greeted. 

For the first time, Piper also reached a hand out to pet his fur. She 

certainly didn’t feel allergic. 

“Now, if we could stop wasting precious time, I can give you a tour 

of Baker’s Dozen and bring you up to speed, if you will,” Jack started. 

He dusted off his jacket from his journey up and began to lead. 

“But first, a loophole,” Eddie suggested. 

“Yes. Right. You haven’t used any, I forgot,” Jack said. 

Eddie could’ve sworn even Beaterman smiled a condescending 

smile. 

“A loophole is a jumping passage. It will shortcut you from island 

to island. It feels similar to a wind tunnel I am told. The speed is a 

harsh adjustment for some. You may find you are dizzy or disoriented 

after using one. I could have sworn you two spoke to a Jubilee on 

Pendulum Clutz.  I suggest if you have made it this far without any, to 

simply continue with Dorayme or Mad Monkey Bar. This way you’ll 

avoid getting lost,” Jack explained. 

“A jubille?” asked Piper. 

“Spinning little critter? They live in loopholes. Police them if you 

will. Nevermind,” said Jack. 
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Piper recalled the ball of fur that directed them to the warehouse. 

Eddie wasn’t convinced about LoopHoles. If they could do 

everything they had done thus far, including the Past, a LoopHole 

would be a piece of cake. 

No sooner had Eddie thought of figurative cake, did the mighty 

doors of the factory swing outward and offer a picture of the biggest 

kitchen anyone’s ever seen. 

“Welcome to Baker’s Dozen, your fourth challenge,” said Jack. 

Piper’s eyes redirected to the ceiling. It jutted out in cookie cutter 

pieces.  

Conveyor belts sailed by in rhythm, offering piles of malleable 

dough, lollipop molds, baking cups, candy wafers, or soaked 

Maraschino cherries. Piper and Eddie’s eyes’ followed the delectable 

ingredients up and over and under and across. There were vats of flour 

with powdered covered workers inside. There was enough glistening 

sugar to swim in. At least two dozen ovens that could fit a refrigerator 

in each. Towers of fresh sliced fruits and melons and decanters of 

liqueurs. A drain to collect runoff Grand Marnier. Teeny sponge cakes 

sucking in berry glazes and twirls of zested skins circled nearly 

everything. 

“This . . . ” 

“I . . . ” 
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Neither of them could get a word out. It was too surreal. They 

simply trailed off. 

“I’ll do the talking,” Jack said. 

Eddie and Piper merely nodded. Piper’s stomach grumbling as she 

watched a woman slowly stir what could only be a tub of caramel. 

“I assume you have heard of a blind taste test before? Well, here we 

sort of have one in reverse,” said Jack. 

“How so?” asked Eddie. 

“You will be doing the cooking blind. Those who do the taste 

testing will not be.” 

“Who is doing the testing?” 

“Why, the baker’s dozen. They are a panel of thirteen judges. They 

must choose your finished product over two others. However, as you 

may have assumed, you will not have the use of your vision. Cooking 

and baking have little to do with sight anyway. Yet so many feel 

compromised or handicapped by the blindfolds. Interesting really. I 

mean, you can sample whatever you like. Let the spices melt on your 

tongues, waft in the aromas. Isn’t that more valuable than seeing 

food?” 

Eddie remembered the days when he was an avid wine drinker. It 

was always easier to close your eyes in order to determine the notes in 
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a warm glass of red. Perhaps Jack was right. This could very well be 

an easy challenge. 

“What do we make?” asked Piper. 

“Unfortunately, that isn’t up to you. You will be drawing a recipe 

card from the box. The card will be read to you once. You then can 

make whatever creative choices you deem appropriate. Modify the 

ingredients, add your own special herbs, the choice is yours,” Jack 

explained. 

“So what’s the catch?” inquired Eddie. 

Jack laughed. It was an impressed laugh.  

“There are several. For one, as I have told you, people have found 

the impaired sight to be a larger burden than you may presume. The 

second, is that the judges found several competitors looping out and 

back during the baking, acquiring foreign ingredients from other 

islands,” Jack started. 

“That’s smart,” Eddie said. 

“No. It was quite stupid. Yes, they got a hold of blackberries or 

cumin, but they broke the rules. So, the Baker’s Dozen tasting panel 

decided to implement a further challenge. If you look in the kitchen 

space, I believe your assigned kitchen was kitchen four, you will see 

the floor is covered in grape gum. I assume in your years of being a 
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student or teacher you have caught your foot or hand on a fair share of 

the messy wads.” 

“Yes,” Eddie admitted. 

Piper kept quiet. Gum stuck to her shoe, yes. Even once in her hair 

and she remembered Ada using peanut butter to get it out. But how 

could she tell them she had never tasted bubble gum in her whole life? 

She decided she couldn’t. She nodded and avoided the entire topic. 

“These wads are to restrict you to the 4x5 tile kitchen space. You 

will have ample ingredients there and there is no need to loophole out 

even if you are exercising creativity, it is simply not permitted,” said 

Jack. 

“That’s not so bad,” Eddie said. 

“Oh and one more thing. Our challenger twenty one years ago was 

a wizard of culinary arts if you will. It was the one thing he knew 

better than anyone. His recipe card was Bananas Foster. He 

desperately wanted a Rum flavor that he had assumed he could find in 

Found Valley. He was the last one who loopholed out. His impetuous 

decision nearly cost him the island token. Because he broke the rules, 

Baker’s Dozen disqualified his recipe. Scorned, he decided to whip up 

something no one can quite explain. Still...” 

“Oh?” Eddie was a bit alarmed. 

Piper forgot about the gum and tuned in. 
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“He called it Habit Taffy. He said that habit was the only thing that 

truly destroys creativity. That routine brings on mundane thinking and 

that the absence of new would forever keep thought processes stale. 

He swore that Baker’s Dozen had made a fatal error by insisting on the 

tight rules and regimented spaces. To prove it, he invented taffy that 

once you are stuck to it, you will never in fact move again. He did this 

to curse his predecessors and just for the look on the panel’s face when 

he demoed the taffy,” said Jack. 

Eddie looked at Piper and she back at him. This did not sound 

good. 

“So, how do you get stuck?” asked Piper. 

“The taffy is mixed in with the gum wads. They are identical in 

texture, size and color,” Jack said. 

“Well how have people gotten through the challenge then?” Eddie 

questioned. 

Jack looked down. It was clear he didn’t want to answer. 

“I’m afraid no one has made it to this point since the taffy was 

added.” 

“What did they do to punish him?” Piper asked. 

“Well, believe it or not, they were so taken aback by his invention, 

they passed him. Today I believe he is actually a very successful 

personal chef.” 
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“Well that’s infuriating. We’re going to get stuck here forever and 

he is just fine,” Piper said. 

“Yes, I sympathize with your frustration. Although with the right 

level of craftiness I am certain you two can figure something out,” 

Jack replied. 

“When do we start?” Eddie questioned. 

“First thing tomorrow. Though you will be told your dish today. 

You will have proper suites tonight to sleep in. Rest. Repeat the recipe 

in your mind and brainstorm as much as possible. Do your homework 

on the panel. Their specific likes or perhaps allergies,” Jack advised. 

“A dozen people’s likes and allergies?” Piper questioned. 

“Thirteen to be precise,” Jack corrected. 

“But—,” Piper began her rebuttal. 

“A baker’s dozen is in fact thirteen Piper,” Eddie said. He knew 

where she was going with this. 

Piper didn’t like when she was incorrect. She chewed her bottom 

lip. 

“Time is being wasted. Let’s get your recipe card,” Jack said. 

With that, the three of them were off through the factory.  

“Why the full factory?” Eddie asked. 

“We make everything on site that is needed for recipe challenges. 

Though a lot of contestants don’t make it this far, we still need to 
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prepare to stock all kitchen spaces for all recipes at all times. There are 

ten kitchen spaces and hundreds of recipes. We also export a great 

deal.” 

“Ah . . . I see,” Eddie said. 

Piper dug her hands into her pockets so as not to reach for the 

rainbow sprinkle mounds she saw. She watched as blue flames 

crystallized sugar and cylinders of nuts spun and released lines of 

toppings. Marshmallows melted to fluff and sifters divided powders of 

all kinds. This was certainly the right place to be stuck. That is, if you 

could reach the sweets and not be forever glued to a piece of taffy. 

Jack guided them around batter bowls, electric whisks the size of 

Piper and serrated knives cut into wooden boards. This place truly had 

everything you could think of. Jack finally came to a wall that half of a 

lazy Susan device stuck out from. It was filled with condiments but 

Piper wondered how it spun wedged halfway into the wall. 

Jack retrieved a think key ring from his jacket and began inserting 

them one by one into a presumable keyhole underneath the upper tier 

of the (non) revolving tray. On the third key, the lazy Susan spun 

revealing a metal recipe box and nothing more on the other side. He 

pulled off the box, spun the trays around and locked the device. 
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“Here we are,” he said matter-of-factly, and extended the box. 

“Which one of you wants to retrieve your recipe?” 

Piper volunteered. 

“You will need to be blindfolded in the silks you will wear 

tomorrow. I apologize but this is the only way we can assure that there 

is no cheating,” explained Jack. 

Eddie nodded.  

Piper nodded. 

Jack held a button on the wall for several seconds and then spoke 

into a few small open slats beside it. “Blindfold for recipe retrieval, 

kitchen four,” he announced. 

With that, a smaller girl came out of seemingly nowhere. She wore 

a large floppy chef hat, her Irish looking face doused in flour. She held 

a long green silk ribbon. Surprisingly, her hands were clean. 

“Here you go,” the girl said. 

Jack took the silk ribbon and covered Piper’s eyes gingerly.  

Piper knew she was supposed to be somewhat frightened, but 

instead she felt sheer excitement. She couldn’t wait to place her hand 

in the box and see what sort of tasty thing they’d be making. She 

thought of Sebastian and how effortlessly he made it all seem. Like he 

was (as Jack described someone earlier) a wizard of the culinary arts.  
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Right before Piper dug her fingers into the cards, she had a thought. 

One that burned too hot to dismiss.  

“Jack?” 

“Yes Piper, don’t be afraid now,” Jack said. 

“Oh no, I’m not. Just a quick question.” 

“Yes?” 

“The inventor of Habit Taffy, the one who is a personal chef today,” 

she began. 

“MmmHmm . . . ,” Jack forwarded. 

“Do you remember his name?” 

“I don’t my dear. I do recall the panel felt he was quite obnoxious 

though,” Jack said and chuckled. “He was so unnerved by the 

challenge. Even sat whistling show tunes of some sort throughout the 

entire challenge.” 

Piper couldn’t believe her ears. She was quite glad no one could see 

her eyes. They had to be popping right out of their sockets. How could 

Sebastian send her here! 

Her hand began to shake as her fury built. 

“Like I said, there is nothing to be afraid of. All of the recipes are 

fair in difficulty level. You cannot pick something bad, so to speak,” 

said Jack. 
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He had no idea why Piper’s hand really shook. She couldn’t believe 

the nerve of Sebastian. Testing her. Sending her off to head to a place 

she may never return from. 

Her hand stopped on a card. She tugged. 

“Tapioca Pudding,” Jack read proudly. 

Eddie, having never cooked a day in his life, had no idea what this 

meant. 

Jack placed the card in what looked like a scanner. 

Over the speakers came a woman’s delicate voice which began to 

read slowly and delicately, in a tongue similar to Jack’s. 

Jack untied the silk from the back of Piper’s head as the voice 

continued. 

“Half a teaspoon of Vanilla extract,” was the last thing Piper 

remembered hearing. 
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Tapioca Pudding. 

 

Eddie repeated the women’s words and even tones aloud. They still 

had the card and could keep it until tomorrow but once blindfolded, he 

knew it’d all have to be committed to memory anyway. He was clearly 

nervous. 

“I think we should break into the kitchen space tonight. Get a feel 

for it. Maybe we can make a mock pudding,” he suggested. 

Piper walked in from the adjoining suite next door. 

“I have to tell you something. And there’s a chance it could help 

us,” she said. 

Eddie sat on an available wooden chair. 

“I’m all ears.” 

“I think the scorned chef who invented Habit Taffy, is my chef. The 

one I told you told me about Artasium in the first place,” Piper 

confided. 

“Why?” Eddie asked. 

“My chef, Sebastian, always sings television theme songs when he 

cooks. It is sort of his soothing thing I guess. And he is more than a 

wizard with food. If you ever saw him cook, you’d think it too,” Piper 

said. 

Eddie thought for a moment. 
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“Do you think we could loophole somewhere today, not during the 

challenge and just get to a phone?” 

“How do you know if loopholing today isn’t still breaking the 

rules?” 

“I don’t. I don’t even know if there is a phone on Artasium at all. I just 

know if I could call Sebastian, we’d have more answers than we have 

now,” Piper reasoned. 

Eddie looked around the suite. There were sensory puzzles 

everywhere. Games to test your sense of smell. Riddles to be solved 

with your eyes closed. Shapes to familiarize your hands with. He 

doubted any of this would help as much as talking to Sebastian, if in 

fact he was the chef they were talking about. 

“What if it wasn’t him?” Eddie questioned. 

“He still told me about Artasium. He is still a chef. Odds are he can 

probably still help us. Even if it’s just inside tips for tapioca pudding,” 

Piper answered. 

Eddie supposed that couldn’t hurt. 

“I know it’s a longshot but maybe the Guidebook has information 

on loopholing before the baking,” Eddie said. 

“Maybe if we believed in the Guidebook a little bit more. I wonder 

if we aren’t seeing what everyone else sees because we are so 

doubtful,” Piper added. 
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Eddie had to admit she had a point. Each time he searched the book, 

he was less and less optimistic that he’d find answers. 

“Okay then. We will find everything we need to know about 

Loopholing in the Guidebook,” he offered. 

Piper unzipped her bag and retrieved the book. It sure seemed 

heavier than she remembered. She hoped she wasn’t becoming frail 

from this peculiar journey. She handed the book to Eddie. 

He too looked as if anticipated a lighter weight. His hand gave way 

to gravity and the book fell. 

He looked strangely at Piper. Piper shrugged. 

Eddie picked up the book and flipped through. There were entire 

chapters he was sure he hadn’t noticed before. Three on loopholes 

alone. One entitled “Warning Labels”. An in-depth explanation of how 

to get inside the Baker’s Dozen factory. He knew for certain that was 

never there. 

“What is it?” Piper asked. 

“There’s double the pages. Entire new chapters!” 

Piper couldn’t help but smile. All the while the answers were there, 

they just had no faith. Or maybe just a lack of vision. 

“Never mind that Eddie, just get to the Baker’s Dozen rules and 

regulations.” 

Eddie was in a stupor. There was just so much they had missed.  
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His eyes quickly scanned over the paragraphs on Loophole 3. It 

certainly looked like they could use it today.  

Loophole 3 moves at lightening speed. As you may be aware by 

now, these jumping passages can and will disorient the users. 

Loophole 3 may be used at any time other than the day you present 

your final plate to the tasting panel. You may use it to acquire 

information on the judges, familiarize yourself with spices on other 

islands, or on the reciprocal end you can also use it to escape from 

Hybrid Hollow by coming up to Baker’s Dozen, etc. You may not, for 

any reason, bring back any ingredients or foreign foods that can 

compromise the fairness in the Baker’s Dozen challenge. 

Eddie finished reading aloud with a grin. 

“Sure doesn’t say we can’t make a phone call,” he said. 

Piper replayed the conversation with Jack in her mind.  

“Read what it says about Found Valley. Jack said that the chef 

loopholed to get Rum there. What is Found Valley? Could there be a 

telephone?” Piper asked. 

Eddie leafed through more pages. He read to himself at first.  

“If I had to guess,” he paused, “I’d say it’s a place filled with lost 

items.” 

Piper looked confused. 

“This is the welcome poem,” Eddie started. 
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If you’re looking for a lost and found 

The largest one is here 

Your hunt will be amid the things 

That people lose each year. 

“Like socks?”  

Piper giggled. 

“I think that’s exactly what it’s like,” Eddie said. 

Pipers face scrunched when she imagined a valley of dirty socks. 

“You know what people also lose often?” Eddie asked. 

“What?” Piper answered. 

“Phones,” said Eddie triumphantly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * * * 

Eddie and Piper spotted Loophole 3 immediately. It was one of the 

few things in Artasium that wasn’t a mystery. In fact there was a sign 

planted right next to it in the grass. They squabbled about over who 
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went in first and finally Piper decided it was only fair that she did. 

After all, Eddie went into the Past. Twice. 

She tried to lower herself slowly and gracefully but within seconds, 

she was already out on the other side with zero memory of the 

experience. She looked up as her surroundings spun a bit before 

settling. Eddie came out only seconds later. 

“Wow!”  

“I know! It’s like a roller coaster. Only way faster,” said Piper. 

They glanced around the Valley and just as they assumed, it was a 

place filled to the brim with odds and ends and lots of socks. There 

were socks hung on every branch of every tree. Keys lined the ground. 

Watches, earrings, scarves, buttons, jackets, single gloves, wallets. 

Piper reached for the first phone she found. It had no battery. 

“What if they are all dead?” she asked Eddie. 

“My guess is that there are probably hundreds of phones. We need 

to find the most recent batch,” Eddie said. 

“Can we take the money from the wallets?” Piper asked. 

Eddie wasn’t so sure that was a bad idea. Then he remembered he 

was talking to a ten year old. 

“They probably empty them,” he said. 

Piper grabbed a second phone. No battery. 
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They shuffled around in the mess. It was like being inside a junk 

drawer. As far as the eye could see, looked exactly like Eddie’s 

closets. Umbrellas, loose change, pens . . .  

“I think that’s a contact lens. Ew,” Piper said. 

Eddie scoured the piles. This wasn’t going to be easy. What was 

even worse was it was beginning to make him dread the actual 

challenge on Found Valley. 

“I wish we had gloves. Like our own, not other people’s,” Piper 

said. 

“Piper, look!” 

He pointed to a phone with a light in the corner. 

Piper rushed over. 

“Oh pretty please have some battery,” she willed. 

She picked the phone up touching only the corners for fear of 

germs. 

“It’s on!” she yelled. 

 

 

 

* * * * * 

Three rings and then a voice. 
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“Ms. Scotch, I am surprised it took you this long,” said Sebastian 

on the other end. 

“So it was you. You knew where you were sending me! How could 

you! You invented Habit Taffy!” 

“Slow down, slow down. Yes, yes and yes. But I sent you there for 

your own good. And I had the confidence you would figure out how to 

call me,” Sebastian said. 

“But what if I never knew it was you who invented the Taffy?” 

Piper questioned. 

“Impossible,” was all Sebastian said. 

“Don’t waste time heckling, ask him what to do,” Eddie said in the 

background. 

“What do we do Sebastian, how do we not step on the taffy?” Piper 

begged. 

“Okay, listen carefully. The taffy is the piece that is four from the 

right and then three down. Get yourself as much grape gum as you can 

muster. It is in all of the kitchen’s drawers. I arranged the Habit Taffy 

in the same place in all ten kitchens so don’t worry about that. Chew a 

wad and place it over the taffy before you are blindfolded.” 

“But,” Piper started to say. 

“There are no buts. I know you haven’t been allowed gum Piper. 

Now is your chance. I’ve covered for you in the house so no one is 
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alarmed about your absence. Now, make sure you do as I say,” 

Sebastian insisted. 

“What I can’t figure out is why he came to Found Valley for Rum 

liqueur,” Eddie wondered aloud. 

“Who is with you?” Sebastian barked. 

“Oh, that’s a teacher from my school, we came together,” Piper 

explained. 

“But that’s not possible. Two people can’t possibly go through 

Artasium together,” said Sebastian. 

“That’s what you think. That’s what they thought. Turns out, it’s 

possible,” Piper answered. 

“Does anyone know you called me?” asked Sebastian. 

“I don’t think so. Sebastian, why did you loophole out for Rum to 

Found Valley? Eddie wants to know,” Piper questioned. 

“Surely your friend knows that people, er adults, often lose a drink. 

He’ll understand. I mistook a brandy for what I needed and realized it 

once I was already in the kitchen, and on the clock. I thought if I could 

get to the Valley I could fair better finding what I needed. But even 

with a great nose, trying to find anything in that place blindfolded is a 

nightmare. I ran off the clock and got caught,” Sebastian replied. 

“We’re timed?” Eddie said, having overheard Sebastian. 

Piper positioned the phone between the two of them. 
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“Yes, an hour glass will be flipped as soon as the silks go on, and 

they won’t come off until the hour is up. Otherwise, you could simply 

try all day long,” Sebastian answered. 

“One more thing. We got Tapioca Pudding. Any advice?” asked 

Piper. 

“Hmmm. It’s a shame you don’t have access to arrowroot powder, I 

doubt it’s in the valley. It’s better for the taste, would thicken the 

pudding better than a flour or cornstarch. Your pudding would have an 

unbelievable consistency,” Sebastian said, practically talking to 

himself at this point. 

“We do have arrow root! Somewhere. We were given it in the 

beginning. But how would they know we’d get tapioca pudding?” 

“Well it’s good for a lot of recipes. They gave me grated orange 

peels. Which is also quite beneficial in a lot of desserts. You lucked 

out. Now listen, just replace a teaspoon of flour with it and make 

certain you mix it with a cool liquid before you put it in any hot 

liquids. Got it?” 

Piper was overwhelmed.  

“How can—” Piper started, but the phone disconnected. It had died. 

Eddie would have searched for another phone but he had begun to 

grow paranoid that someone at Baker’s Dozen would notice their 

absence and grow suspicious. 
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“Let’s just go. We can do this,” Eddie assured Piper. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * * * 

The following morning came far too quickly. Eddie had spent the 

night reciting the recipe. 
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Piper had found the arrow root powder in a tiny cylinder she had 

overlooked at the bottom of her bag once Eddie and her got back to the 

factory the day before. She was careful not to spill any as there wasn’t 

a whole lot to go around. 

They practiced some of the vision exercises that forced you to rely 

on other senses and they both had done poorly. Neither her nor Eddie 

slept a great deal and now the sun peeked in. 

Eddie knocked on the suite door while still repeating phrases like 

“two eggs beaten.” 

Piper managed a smile. 

“You didn’t sleep either did you?” she asked. 

“Barely a wink,” Eddie confessed. 

“At least our eyes don’t have to be open,” Piper joked. 

Eddie forced a smile. He was very uncertain they could pull this 

off. 

Jack was the next to knock on the door. It was time. 

“Morning! I neglected to mention that the challenge is timed, so 

let’s be hasty in getting to the kitchen,” Jack said. 

“Oh we kn—” Piper began. Eddie elbowed her shoulder before she 

finished. 

“Pardon?” asked Jack. 

“Weee nnnailed the exercises. And we’re ready,” Piper lied. 
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 Eddie shot a look of relief to Piper. Though nailing the exercises 

couldn’t be further from the truth. 

“Excellent,” Jack replied. 

He led them down a different corridor than yesterday. It was built 

of stainless steel and there wasn’t much to gawk over like the previous 

tour offered. 

“You will have approximately five minutes to get acquainted with 

the kitchen. Be leery of the tiles and mark in your minds where the 

gum wads are, so you know how to navigate around them as best as 

you can until we can find a way to determine which is the taffy and 

how to carefully remove them all. I have been petitioning for this for 

years but the panel won’t listen,” he sighed. “Familiarize yourself with 

the stove, the pots and pans, etc.,” Jack guided. 

Piper was the one who now shot the look of relief to Eddie.  

“For your convenience, we have placed pearl tapioca in the kitchen 

space among the many ingredients. You can likely detect it from touch 

but they will stock the kitchen counters with similar shaped foods to 

throw you off. You don’t want instant Tapioca though, the finished 

product will be sub-par. And the competing two recipes will be top 

knotch, rest assured. Lastly, as I’m sure you found out, Mr. Greenly 

has several allergies so be particular,” Jack stated. 
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This got worse by the second. Eddie and Piper never even bothered 

to look into food allergies. 

“Oh yes, that must be just awful going through life not eating, ya 

know,” Eddie manipulated. 

Luckily Jack hardly paid attention. He was too quick tongued to. 

“Yes, gluten is quite compromising for most foods,” Jack offered up. 

Eddie was in full panic and it was clear Piper had no prior 

knowledge of what a gluten allergy even meant. 

“Here we are,” Jack said proudly. 

Piper checked the tile floors immediately. She zeroed in on the wad 

four from the right and three down as Sebastian informed. Now she 

had five minutes to finally savor the taste of bubble gum and goop it 

over the taffy. She just had to be sure she didn’t accidentally touch it 

and then get stuck herself. 

Eddie pried Jack for a few more helpful hints to distract him. While 

Jack turned his attention, Piper darted for a drawer and just as she was 

told, there were hundreds of wrapped cubes of purple gum just waiting 

to be chewed. 

This was it. She hastily unwrapped the first one and popped it into 

her tiny mouth. The grape spilling onto her taste buds, the elasticity 

was delightful. Her teeth went into overdrive as she unwrapped the 

next piece. And the next. And then the next.  
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Her cheeks were packed with flavorful gobs of grape and goo. She 

couldn’t quite believe she was chewing gum. Piper was nearly so 

distracted by it that she almost forgot what she was to do. And the 

clock was ticking.  

Eddie watched out of the corner of his eye as Piper’s face lit up and 

her cheeks blew out like a chipmunk.  

Quickly, Piper balled the entire goop of taste into her palm and 

stretched it like putty. She ducked down and counted one more time to 

be sure and then pulled at it until it was wide enough to be certain she 

didn’t touch the taffy.  

Jack was just about to spin around and call ‘time’ when Piper 

popped back upright, gum in perfect position. 

Eddie smiled. 

“Okay you two, I will be flipping the hour glass in less than a 

minute. Take a final glance at your spice racks, mixing bowls, what 

have you before I put the silks on,” Jack said. 

Eddie and Piper both did a quick scan.  

“Very well,” said Jack. 

He buzzed the girl from yesterday who brought two blindfolds this 

time on the top of a pillow. 

“Thank you Jeanette. You may go,” he said. She dismissed herself. 

A look of fear for Piper and Eddie was on her face. 
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Jack tied the blindfolds tightly and with precision. 

“You may begin,” he said once done. 

Immediately, Piper and Eddie walked right into one another. This 

was going to be harder than they thought.  

Piper felt the counter and walked her fingers to the bowls. Eddie 

patted down everything he could find in search of eggs, which he 

knew he spotted on the counter, repeating the recipe again aloud. 

“Should we try to preheat the oven?” Piper yelled to him, though he 

was less than a foot away.  

Their feet getting affixed to the floor constantly, Eddie and Piper 

clunked around clumsily. Eddie tried to peel his leg up and move to 

the fridge. It wasn’t easy. Even with the confidence of Sebastian’s 

directions, he was still uneasy about just where he stepped. And the 

gum certainly slowed them down. 

Piper struggled herself in the darkness of the blindfold. She 

couldn’t believe how tough this was. She felt for a bag of sugar and 

dug her hand inside. Pulling out a pinch, she put it on her tongue to 

make sure it was sugar but her taste buds were heavily corrupted by 

the taste of grape. 

She poked around for a set of spoons and plunged one inside the 

bag with little grace. How was she supposed to measure this 

accurately? 
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Eddie cracked two eggs on the side of what he made out to be a 

large mixing bowl. He wasn’t positive that he hadn’t let in any shells. 

It was unsanitary to feel inside the yolk and white combination so he 

decided to wing it.  

“I’ve got the sugar,” Piper called out. 

“I’ve got the eggs. We’ll need another bowl to put the tapioca, milk 

and salt in,” Eddie replied. 

“Check,” Piper answered. She knocked a bowl onto the floor.  

“That didn’t sound good,” said Eddie. 

Piper rushed to retrieve the bowl. She remembered the pearl tapioca 

was on the far counter. As Jack warned, there were quite a few new 

bowls added of similarly shaped and textured foods. She dug her hand 

into what could only be a pile of raisins. She could tell from the 

wrinkled skins that it was incorrect. Her hand felt four more bowls, 

including grapes she thought, before she decided she’d landed on the 

pearl tapioca. 

“Got the tapioca!” she called. 

Eddie was shaking spice jars into his mouth, testing for saltiness. 

Finally, he tasted the ocean. Sea salt. Perfect. The overload of salty 

granules made him wince. 

“Definitely found the salt,” he confirmed. 
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Piper made her way to him, getting stuck along the way multiple 

times. She had kept the ring of spoons on her as well as the small 

cylinder of arrow root powder in her pocket. 

“We’ll need to boil the milk soon. See if you can find vanilla!” 

Piper yelled. 

“I’m right here!” Eddie yelled back. 

Eddie started smelling bottle after bottle knowing he’d identify 

vanilla instantly. It was hard not to. Truly one of the best smells in this 

world. 

Piper rifled around for the handle of a pan. She circled the inside 

with her finger to determine its size. She placed it on the stovetop and 

fumbled with the knobs. Sebastian had showed her enough for her to 

feel comfortable. 

Eddie, having assured himself he found vanilla, retrieved a quart of 

milk. He unsteadily poured into what felt like a glass measuring cup, 

though he couldn’t be positive.  

“We need three cups so I’ll fill this here measuring cup once and 

then in half. It should be two cups right?” 

“Right,” confirmed Piper. 

Eddie brought the first two cups to Piper’s voice.  

“Don’t feel for it, it’s probably hot by now but try to tell me where 

the pan is,” Eddie said. 
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“I’ve still got the handle. Just work your way from here,” Piper 

explained. 

Eddie poured the milk into the pan. It was tough to tell how high 

the flame may have been but neither of them heard a boil yet. 

Eddie refilled the measurer about half way, using his fingertip to 

guide him. He dumped the second batch in. 

Piper heard a light bubbling and knew the liquid was heating.  

“Where is your salt?” she asked Eddie. 

Eddie felt his way back to the spices while Piper grabbed the pearl 

tapioca. They met back at the stove. It was beginning to get a little 

easier. 

“I’ve got to mix the arrowroot with some cold water, remember?” 

“Yep. Use the faucet,” Eddie said. 

Piper searched for a smaller bowl and pulled the arrowroot powder 

from her pocket. She made sure she found the faucet first and used the 

back of her hand to test the water’s temperature. She let just enough in 

the small bowl to mix with the powder contents. 

Eddie went back to his eggs. 

“Drop that sugar you found slowly into the pan,” he told Piper. 

“We’re going to need a wooden spoon. See if you can find utensils. 

And the vanilla,” she added. 

“Got it!”  
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Finally, with all ingredients in place, Piper and Eddie relaxed over 

the pan, lowered the heat and Piper stirred ever so carefully. The 

aroma began to fill the kitchen. 

They let the mixture cool for fifteen minutes and then, 

“Time!” Jack yelled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Found Valley. 

 

Eddie and Piper passed the Baker’s Dozen challenge with flying 

colors. The panel was stumped by their avoidance of Habit Taffy, still 

unaware that they covered it with gum due to the fact that they were 

blidfolded.  
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Mr. Greenly was impressed that they had used arrowroot instead of 

the wheat flour “all to help his allergy”. Their pudding won the blind 

taste test and Eddie and Piper were not only awarded their fourth 

puzzle piece, but were allowed to eat whatever they wanted in the 

factory until they couldn’t eat anymore. 

Piper stuffed herself with soft brownies and peach cobbler. Eddie 

ate fruit filled crepes under confectionary sugar. Now they both had 

food comas to take with them to the Valley. 

They loopholed over, far too tired to even feel the effects. Although 

the nausea that sets in after a dizzying amusement park ride was 

creeping up on both of them. 

“I hope this next challenge is easy,” Piper said. 

“I’m exhausted,” Eddie agreed. 

Piper pulled the Guidebook out this time and tried to assess their 

challenge. The chapter on Found Valley again lengthened from what 

they had seen prior, and thankfully the warning label chapter had 

ended with all they had already seen and endured. 

She read silently and diligently. 

“It’s a scavenger hunt,” she said finally. 

“I assumed so,” said Eddie. 

“We should each have a scroll of items here with our names on it,” 

Piper kept reading. 
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Eddie looked for the papers. 

“I sure hope they’re easy!”  

Piper’s face changed. “This isn’t good.” 

“What isn’t?” Eddie asked, dejected. 

“It says here that we’ve made our scavenger hunt lists ourselves,” 

Piper reiterated. 

“How so?” Eddie questioned confused. 

“From Mad Monkey Bar?” Piper sounded equally confused. 

Eddie sighed. “Our answers,” he half guessed, half stated. 

“But our answers were ridiculous. I even think I said giraffe once,” 

Piper replied. 

“You did.”  

“Well who loses a giraffe?” Piper asked. 

“No one. That’s who. It’s an impossible challenge,” Eddie 

answered. 

“We’ll be here for the rest of our lives trying to find anything here,” 

Piper whined. 

Eddie looked up to see two pieces of parchment paper affixed to a 

nearby tree. “That’s them,” he said pointing. 

He walked over praying their scavenger hunt lists did not list the 

impossible.  
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He pulled what resembled a dart out of the one that said his name. 

Sure enough, the list was ludicrous. 

“Purple banana!” he nearly yelled. 

He crumpled the page. “This is the whole catch. Don’t you see?” 

“But Sebastian got out!” Piper proclaimed. 

Eddie was too depleted. He felt like he’d been had. 

“Fine, but how many times have you lost a purple banana?” 

“Zero,” Piper said. 

“Exactly.”  

Eddie was angry. 

Piper sighed. 

She flipped through the Guidebook hoping for an answer. 

Eddie moved the trash on the ground. He picked up what looked 

like an iodine bottle. 

“Listen to this,” he continued, “Fontem Iuventutis. Here are three 

drops from the legendary Fountain of Youth. Drink these and you will 

instantly be a child for eternity.” 

He laughed. He turned the bottle in his hands and watched the 

liquid drip to the other end. 

Piper had found a fine print addendum. She was struggling to read 

it it was so small. 



The	  Peculiar	  Tale	  of	  Artasium	  
 

223 
 

“Well, I’m pretty certain this states that if anyone is too sick or too 

frail during the challenges, they will be excused from continuing. It 

looks like it was added quite recently,” she said. 

“Probably when Juke got his leg lopped off,” Eddie added. 

“You’re probably right. I mean it isn’t fair to keep going if you’re 

ill,” Piper said. 

Piper’s eyes widened. 

“Eddie, have you ever heard of Insta-sick?” 

Eddie nodded. “It’s an urban legend isn’t it?” 

“No, I have a bottle. I swear. We could take it. And then we can 

leave!” 

Eddie thought about it. He rolled the small iodine like bottle in his 

palm. He wondered who in their right mind would lose a bottle from 

the supposed Fountain of Youth. 

“You take it,” he said thoughtfully. 

“What are you going to do? Look for purple bananas and giraffes? 

You’ll be here forever!” 

Eddie shook his head. He looked like a literal lightbulb went off. 

“You take it and they’ll come and let you out of here. I’ll loophole 

somewhere else so they can’t find me and I’ll try this crazy Fountain 

of Youth drink. If I could be young forever, I’ll stay here. Psychic 

Rose did. Well, until we found her. And besides, what do I really have 
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to go back to?” 

Piper didn’t like the sound of this. 

“What if that bottle is a hoax!” 

“What if it isn’t?” 

Piper was far too tired to argue. She wanted to go home to her own 

comforts. To Butter and Hundred and Sebastian. To her own bed. 

“Suit yourself,” she answered.  

Piper rummaged through her bag for the Insta-sick bottle. Now that 

she had tasted bubble gum, what did she have to lose? 

“Bottoms up,” she said. 

Eddie gripped the alleged bottle of fountain of youth drops tightly 

and hopped back in the loophole before he could be seen. 

Piper felt flushed as soon as she gulped down the liquid. She knew 

it was working, but would the fever immediately summons someone 

there? She rested her head on a pile up of socks, too sick to worry 

about germs. 
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* * * * * 

Eddie had just finished drinking the drops on the other side of the 

loophole and waited. He couldn’t wait to feel like a boy again. To have 

his old energy and curiosities back. To see the world as he once had. 

As tired as he was, he could barely contain his excitement. 

Minutes passed and he couldn’t feel the effects. Maybe Piper was 

right. Maybe he should have just taken the Insta-sick. He couldn’t 

believe this was real. Then again, who really knew if Insta-sick was? 
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He grew even more tired. So much for boyhood energy levels. All 

he wanted now was sleep! 

Before he nodded off, Eddie heard the familiar annoyance of three 

birds circling above. The repeated backwards phrases in mocking 

tones. He raised his arm to cup his eyes and see the birds. His arm 

looked so thin and fragile. So weak. It suddenly dawned on him. He 

wasn’t getting younger, he was getting older. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * * * 

Jack arrived within minutes of Piper’s fever. She hung her head like 

an ill patient. 

“Well played my dear,” he said, Beaterman close behind. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I really don’t feel well,” 

she lied. 
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Jack smirked. “I think it’s only fair that I tell you that your 

counterpart loopholed to Esrever, took the fountain of youth drops and 

is now somewhere around 98 years old,” Jack said coyly. 

Piper perked up fearful for Eddie. She forgot her sickly role. 

“That’s dreadful!” 

“Yes well it appears you both are too sick or too frail to continue 

doesn’t it,” Jack continued. 

Piper laid her head back. She coughed for good measure. “Yes, it 

does,” she said. 

“You can both go home,” Jack started. 

“We can!” Piper exclaimed. 

“Yes. But not because you are sick. You see, the purpose of Found 

Valley isn’t to find the things on a list, it’s to merely find a clever way 

out. You both have passed,” Jack said handing her the final puzzle 

piece. 

“Will Eddie be 98?” Piper asked. 

“No. We just have to get him back into a loophole. In the 

meantime, there is a kennel here. It’s filled with lost cats and dogs. 

Why don’t you go find yourself a puppy since it appears you have 

beaten your allergy,” Jack said and winked. 

Piper sprang from the ground, throwing the dirty socks as far away 

from her as possible. 



The	  Peculiar	  Tale	  of	  Artasium	  
 

228 
 

“Yes sir!” she exclaimed. 

Beaterman barked. 
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The Peculiar Tale of Arasium. 

 

Edward Dunhill sat at his desk, stringing together a long line of 

paper clips. The bell rang and he knew it was time to pack up his lunch 

and get to 5th period. He was tired today and couldn’t figure out why. 

He downed the rest of his coffee, which was cold by now. 

He crumpled a brown bag and tossed it into his wastebasket, along 

with an empty plastic cup of tapioca pudding. He smiled. 

He grabbed a stack of essays he had barely finished grading, the red 

marker he used to draw the grades still uncapped. Time to give out the 

bad news. This English class was barely scraping by. 

He began to exit and just before he shut the light switch, took one 

last look at the proud book on his desk. It sat squarely next to an old 

Poloriod in a picture frame. 

The Peculiar Tale of Artasium, a novel by Edward P. Dunhill. 

He clicked the light. 
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* * * * * 

Piper Scotch drank the last of her chocolate milk. She had given up 

sparkling water. She feared it wasn’t making her any friends. She sat 

alone again today for lunch. Just once she wished someone would 

scoot their tray over and talk to her. 

Mrs. Wheeler and Mrs. Reagan gossiped at the next table over. 

Both were teachers of Pipers, science and social studies respectively. 

“Poor Piper is eating alone again, it just breaks my heart,” said Mrs. 

Wheeler. 

Mrs. Reagan swallowed her last bite of her apple pie and dusted 

earlier crumbs from her skirt. 

“It’s that wild imagination that girl has on her! Did you hear the 

new imaginary friend she’s drummed up?” Mrs. Reagan asked. 

Mrs. Wheeler shook her head. “No, what is it this time?” 

“An older gentleman by the name of Eddie.” 

 

The End. 
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