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Chapter 1
The Fearful Lane


Across the palm tree and down the stream, there was a narrow lane where nobody ventured. It was called the Fearful Lane for reasons no one knew. Yet, due to its ominous name, no one dared even to pass near this particular lane. Like most stories, such places usually have some old myth or rumor attached to them, but this did not. For that reason, just the name was enough to provoke scary speculations and keep the people away.

Karli village was a small agricultural community composed of a few residents. Most of the people there were simple, hardworking individuals with unassuming personalities. They rarely made long journeys, content to live their lives as they came, with sorrows and joys, hardships and ease, and so on. Life in Karli village was good, though monotonous.

Allan, the son of a hardworking farmer, was a fair-looking boy of 15 years with a helpful nature. He loved the quiet hustle and bustle of his village, the sometimes rough yet well-mannered people, and especially its cool, green natural surroundings.

An observant boy, Allan spent much of his time under his favorite spot, the Palm Tree, watching domestic animals and farmers pass by. His keen nature and interest in life’s mysteries often found him pondering and lost in thoughts about little things.

Sometimes even small things like flies buzzing around cows or horses caught his interest. It amazed him to think that such small insects, unlike mosquitoes, could make a healthy animal quite mad. Whether there were many or just one, they had the power to drive a decent animal to madness or writhing irritation.

Such a nuisance indeed! No other word could describe these flies better. Yet they were so many and so important; they were everywhere and relentlessly followed man, exasperating him almost to the point of wanting to dive into his grave earlier than he wished. Good grief, it was one of life’s unending tragedies, one he was bound to live with, and sadder still, because no one had ever discovered the medicine to cure it. There was one big fly he remembered who had, for some reason, developed a great liking for him once and wouldn’t leave. Eventually, though, it was by sheer luck that she left abruptly. However, her continuous zzzzz’s and memories of her whispers in his ears, which had irritated him at the time, still lingered, until he lovingly named her “My Darling Zooby.” Such were his thoughts that preoccupied him now and then.

Now Allan, like every kid his age, had heard of “The Fearful Lane” and, like everyone else, stayed away from the place. However, as he grew up, unlike other boys, he often found himself wondering about it and couldn’t help wishing to explore it thoroughly. He found it strange that no one ever felt the urge to discover more and that simply no one cared. He would sometimes muse, “What if it was simply a hoax created by someone ages ago to hide or cause a diversion in order to conceal something interesting and beautiful? What then?”

Allan was a serious kid, yet thoughtful in disposition. He could not understand why a place should be left unattended simply because it was linked to Fear. Despite being the son of a farmer, Allan had developed a great love for knowledgeable books from some teachers in his village. Often, after school and helping his parents with their work, he would sit under the palm tree and wonder about Fearful Lane. The more he thought, the more his curiosity reached a breaking point. He had tried talking to the villagers, but they were neither interested nor could they tell him more than they understood.

Whenever he persisted, their answer was the same: “Look, Allan, we only know it’s a lane to which Fear is attached, and since our ancestors never went there, we too must follow in their footsteps.

“A place you have no knowledge about; it is better not to move to that side unless you want to cut off your nose or face something even worse, okay?”

“That was true,” thought Allan. He knew from books that one must not act without knowledge.

Yet his love for more and more knowledge, his relentless feelings of boredom with the unchanging common worldly things, and his growing curiosity would not let him rest.

Then one day, Allan decided that he would at least try to venture near the lane often enough without actually crossing to the other side, hoping he might discover something great. Perhaps!

So every day, Allan would walk down the pleasant, gurgling stream and pass closely by the narrow lane where the post stood with the sign “Fearful Lane.”

Sometimes he would just stand there for hours, hoping to see something or someone. But it seemed people were right; save for the quiet narrow lane, bushes grew all around, and a few rabbits scuttled here and there, but nothing out of the ordinary happened.

If Allan was disappointed after a month of standing there, he was not discouraged. He kept up his pursuit until it became a happy habit, and he went to the Fearful Lane regardless of whether he would find something or not.

Then, one day, it happened. Allan had just arrived near the lane with a small encyclopedia in hand when he heard music. Feeling immensely shocked and surprised, he stood quietly, trying to absorb the music as it came on and off through wafts of wind. At first, he thought someone had come along and was playing nearby. However, after exploring the area carefully, he could see no one, so he knew it must be coming from somewhere beyond the bushes covering the Fearful Lane.

It was touching music, unlike beautiful, yet lovelier. Something unreal yet real, it had the feeling of being old-fashioned while also possessing a carefree modern air. He felt entranced. He felt touched. He was filled with wonder. He felt eager and a little excited but not fearful.

“I knew it,” thought Allan enthusiastically. “There must be more than fear lurking in those depths of shrubs; for why else is the place alive with lovely music? There must be some plausible reason!”

Without much thought, he made up his mind to be careful but to move forward and see who played such unusual music. So Allan stepped ahead and moved toward the uncanny sound.

He had hardly moved a few steps when he was roughly thrown to the ground. Before he could grasp what was happening, he felt himself ruthlessly dragged through the bushes and trees. He wanted to look at his attacker, but dust obscured his vision, and he could see nothing. He was pulled along violently, his arms and face occasionally getting scraped by the thorns and rough branches of nearby trees. He tried to protest but was ignored completely. An unknown fear rose in his chest because the thing that pulled him did not seem human, and he felt he was being dragged by claws, not hands.

Two minutes later, the thing stopped abruptly, dropping Allan to the ground. With his heart in his mouth, Allan waited, eyes tightly shut, hoping he had been spared by whatever animal had pulled him along. After a few minutes, Allan wondered if he dared to open his eyes when he heard the sudden rustle of tree leaves, quick movements, some fast whispering, and felt a rough wing brush against his half-bleeding cheeks. Then he could bear the suspense no longer, and, gathering up his courage and quickly clutching a nearby sharp stick, he sprang up agilely to confront his opponent or opponents.

Allan rubbed his eyes, and after a while, adjusting to the darkness, he could see faintly. The woods were quite dark; only a faint light filtering through the trees allowed him to see a little. The afternoon was quite bright, he knew, yet he saw nothing as it was dark and dreary within the woods. The air too seemed filled with something depressing and heavy.

Suddenly, a swarm of something black flew toward him and peered right into his face. Allan, though feeling frightened, was a brave boy; he pulled himself up and stared back defiantly. He realized they were birds but couldn’t quite identify their nature in the darkness.

A heavy, dull voice spoke, “Who are you and why do you trespass in our territory?”

Allan was surprised to find the strange birds spoke like humans. He remained frozen for a moment, then answered carefully.

“My name is Allan Larkins, and I did not mean to trespass. But what type of creatures are you?”

“Creatures… did you say creatures?” asked the dull voice angrily.

“We are bats, as you can see, or can’t you?” said another voice with a sneer. “Isn’t it the bats who are blind, as the saying goes, and can’t see? What happened to your vision?”

This was followed by a guffaw, and the air was filled with eerie laughter.

Allan stood erect and replied indignantly, “Why, of course I should have known by your claws and the rest, but you see, I got dust in my eyes, and with little light, I was unable to figure it out!”

“Hmm...,” said the heavy male voice. “So it looks like the dust has been cleared from your eyes.”

This remark was followed by another coarse laugh.

Allan felt horrible and afraid but stood quietly, determined not to show fear.

“And did you say Allan… Allan Larkins is your name? Now that’s strange. Coarsey, wasn’t that the book?” 

“The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, written by a human… who, I can’t recall?”

“Mark Twain,” grinned the twisted face of Coarsey.

“Wow, looks like Tom from the old book has come to us to seek adventures.”

This time, the guffaw was louder and unbearably noisy in the small, dark surroundings of trees.

“Yeah, seems like he got bored of the old ones, right?”

Allan felt angry despite his fear and spoke, “I am not Tom Sawyer. I’m Allan Larkins of today, and I haven’t come here to seek adventures. I only felt curious to know about the lovely, captivating music.”

“Music... what music are you talking about? Music does not exist here. Haven’t you read the sign that says ‘Fearful Lane’? Do you suppose music can exist in such places, especially those with lovely melodies?” questioned another male voice in a more serious tone.

“Hahaha, lovely melodies, eee hee hee, did you say?” they howled with terrible laughter.

“Hey, you’re right, Marky,” said a fat bat, pushing his ugly face closer to Allan’s, who shrank back, almost falling. “This boy is telling a lie; he didn’t come here for music. He wants to pry on us and let his people come and take over our place, driving us out of our homes.”

All the bats, snarling furiously, approached him slowly.

“Look here, that’s not true. Believe me, I did hear the beautiful music, and I was attracted. I couldn’t help wanting to know the owner of the voice. I swear I had no intention of doing what you say.”

“There is no music in this place. This word does not exist here, do you hear?”

“Okay… okay, I get your point. Probably it doesn’t, but please believe me when I tell you I heard something very much like music. Otherwise, I would never have come to this area, truly.”

“He’s lying again,” said the grave-faced Marky. “Don’t we know he has been coming every day, waiting for a month near the signpost when he knows his people are forbidden, and they respect this? The boy is a great liar; nobody stays this long. He’s definitely up to something, Boss!”

The Boss was the bat with the heavy voice, and he faced Allan questioningly, whose name was Georgy. It seemed all the bats’ names ended with Y: Marky, Georgy, Sneaky, Coarsey, etc.

“I…I was merely curious,” replied Allan miserably, wondering what on earth had possessed him to come here. His damned boredom! God, how he hated himself right then.

“Ahh, curious, eh? But didn’t anyone tell you in your world that curiosity kills, little man?” snickered Sneaky, and every bat laughed.

Allan was getting tired of this laughter, yet he was wary. He stared hard at the bats to show he wouldn’t let them get under his skin.

This made Georgy clutch the boy’s collar with its claws and draw him up to his face, remarking with an ugly grin as Allan tried not to shudder visibly.

“Don’t you know you shouldn’t dare stare down at us, little man? You know you’re not allowed to bat an eyelid in the bats’ territory.”

This caused greater sniggering, and the bats danced around him mockingly.

“I’m not a little man; I’m a boy. And… and tell me why you’re all male bats. Aren’t you supposed to be females and vampires?” Allan spoke vehemently, hoping to change the subject.

“Now, little human, where did you hear such nonsense, even about bats?” asked a sulky-looking bat called Snory nastily.

“Look, stop calling me little man or human; I’m telling you, I’m only a boy. And I read in books, so I assumed…”

“You ASSUMED we’re all females based on your bookish knowledge? Doesn’t your knowledge tell you that all animals have males and females? He he he?”

“And definitely you’re a little man. You read encyclopedias; boys don’t read encyclopedias, as we know from what we’ve heard from humans. They read nonsense, watch action movies, play sports, or indulge in silly duels, but they don’t read deep books. Since you don’t appear to have the size and strength of a grown man, and yet read encyclopedias that no normal human boy does, you must be a little… little man, got that? Nay, Sneaky? You must know Sneaky since you’ve often sneaked up near the humans’ area, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, Boss, you’re 100 percent right,” chuckled Sneaky hatefully.

“No… no, I mean I just thought bats were females because they’re mostly described as female vampires in books, so I was only curious to know how come you’re all males here.”

“Curious again… You have quite a bit of curiosity, don’t you, boy?” said Georgy. “So, you read some fiction and jumped to conclusions, right?”

“Oh God, no… How can I explain? I’m only stating what the majority believes!”

“Which means you’re the type who follows the majority, huh?”

“Well… umm, yes… why not?”

“Presuming, of course, that the majority is always right, right?”

“Well, y-yes, mostly.”

Allan began to feel unsure and uncomfortable as the entire bat community erupted in laughter.

Then Georgy smiled, or at least that’s how it appeared to Allan. Allan felt uncomfortable, wondering apprehensively what they were driving at and what they meant by laughing at obvious facts.

“So, young Allan, you say the majority is correct and that we should stick with the majority.”

“Yes, that’s true. That’s what I’ve been taught.”

“And the majority of your books describe us bats as females only or portray that, when the majority knows animals have both sexes.”

“I said the majority believes that bats are female based on books only, but the REAL majority knows there are both kinds!”

“Wait a minute, you say the majority believes, then you say the majority knows! Which of your majorities is right, the one that believes or the one that knows? And which majority do you stand with, hehe hehe?”

This statement by Marky was followed by another loud guffaw.

Before Allan could reply, Coarsey said with an ironic scoff, 

“By the way, at this moment we all happen to be the majority, huh? We’re all bats and… we’re supposed to be dark and black…?”

“Ugly ughhh,” sang another voice contemptuously.

“Bloodsuckers…,” squealed another.

“B… b… blind, hateful of the light…” said another, enjoying Allan’s discomfiture.

“So no little man as you are, isn’t that what the majority of your bookish knowledge says? Hey look fellas, the little feller has an encyclopedia with a book on sciences in his hands; he must have read about us alright.”

“Yeah, he knows alright and knows too that it is better to stick to the majority right now, since we are the MAJORITY. Say what, Sneaky?”

“Yeah, yeah, Boss,” snickered Sneaky nastily. “He knows we could be dangerous and can suck his tasty human blood.”

Allan was feeling truly frightened by now, backing off as they stepped closer and closer, their faces looking hungry and ravenous.

“Wait…please wait, I never said you were bloodsuckers or bad; it’s what people say.”

“Aren’t people the majority, and didn’t you say you believe in following the majority, eh?”

“Yes, people are the majority, and I did say that, but…please spare me, let me go. I won’t ever talk about your place. People only believe what they see with their own eyes, and I too have been taught to believe and move along with the majority, so that’s why I spoke as I did just now. Please, I was only speaking from little to no experience at all. Please have compassion…”

“Ah, compassion. Define compassion, my dear,” said Snory kindly.

“Er—compassion is an act of kindness that most good people believe in…”

“And is compassion visible, see?” remarked Georgy with a smirk.

“No, it is not something seen, but it can be felt.”

“Hmm… interesting, very interesting. The majority of people go with the visible eye, yet they do not see compassion (which happens to be invisible), but still the majority believes in compassion according to you—excuse me, I’m only a dumb blind bat; I can’t see, I can feel vibrations. Please, little man, you’re so human; you prefer to stick to your visual eyes and what your majority knows and says. Then you must know bats are lesser than you, only animals who have learned to kill for survival, and you are asking us—us—for compassion! Bats do not have hearts… Allan, dearie, if you must know, you can’t hoodwink us and escape from here.”

“Boss, I think he means his majority arrogantly follows the visible, but when in trouble, they start believing in the unseen,” remarked Coarsey.

“Well, Coarsey, you seem to have hit the nail on the head, but this simply means his majority does see, but actually SEE NOTHING AT ALL, huh!”

“Yeah, yeah, KILL HIM, KILL HIM!” shouted the bats angrily.

“Yes, draw his blood right now, claw out his eyes, which he is so proud of; show no mercy. For when he is with his folks, he will join them and attack us.”

No…no please listen, pray have mercy on me. My folks need never know about you, I promise,” implored the poor boy.

“What if your people miss you, follow you, and find out about our territory then?”

“If—if you let me go, I’ll tell them bats have hearts and are compassionate, so they’ll definitely allow you your freedom.”

“And you actually believe they’ll agree with you, right?” asked Georgy narrowly.

“Yes…yes, why not?”

“Bats do not have eyes or hearts filled with compassion, but the majority— and I mean the majority—of humans have eyes that can see, emotions to feel, and hearts filled with love. And what was the word you said…um yes, compassion. They are blessed with kindness for all the creatures of the world, am I right?”

“Ye—ess.”

“Majority of humans are HUMANS in short, correct,” sneered Georgy.

“Yes… no... Look…

“And you prefer to stick with the majority of humans, who are all kindness itself, all care and love and compassion, and who, out of compassion, would believe you and do no harm to us, were we to venture in their place?”

Allan stood quite still, suddenly unable to find his voice, unable to say a word as the full meaning of what they were alluding to hit home!

“Now listen here, Allan boy, we’re the majority here that your eyes can see, so dear, follow the majority, the SEEN… You don’t believe in the unseen, so why ask for compassion and kindness, which can never be seen? Why believe in prayers? What are they? Aren’t they invisible? Believe what you see now: the darkness, and your death, which is the most realistic fact, right now. Well, guys, what do you say?”

The laughter was terribly horrifying, and Allan shook and shuddered at what they would do to him. He tried one last time.

“Look, I agree I never saw things this way, and that the majority of people aren’t always right. I believe you’re only animal bats, but I do believe you have hearts and compassion since you can understand so many unbelievable things. So free me, and I’ll make sure no one harms you.”

“Hmm…well, it sounds like you’re learning, and who knows, you may learn other things from us. But perhaps things such as what you fear, or see through your limited vision, smaller than ours without one, are actually quite the opposite. Doesn’t seem he is in with the majority right now, ha ha ha, eh fellas,” said Georgy with what looked like a wink to his fellow bats, and they all nodded, grinning horribly.

“So shall we set him free and see how long he keeps his covenant, or let him learn a little more?”

There was a contemplative pause, and Allan waited, his heart in his mouth.

“Let him learn his lesson, for remember he hasn’t been entirely truthful,” said Snory resolutely, and Allan’s heart sank. “Since his belief now hangs between two opposing views, it could be the fear that is causing him to bow before us, not reality. So let us be compassionate and realistic. Let us hang him on the Tree of Nowhere for some time!”

All the bats cheered, clapping their wings in agreement and nodding vigorously as the indignant, frightened boy was marched up to a crooked, horror-encased tree with no leaves. They hung Allan from a protruding branch that gripped sadistically at his collar, leaving him to rock back and forth like a pendulum. Then they left him howling with malicious laughter, clinging to his life from the vicious tree, as terrifying as the bats.

After the horrible bats had left, Allan closed his eyes and thanked God he was not hung to death, at least as he had feared, but he had been praying hard. He could not cry or shed tears from shock and all the horror he had felt. Yet he also knew he had learned something.

He thought perhaps if he got saved by believing that bats could be compassionate, who knows, if he kept faith and did not allow his fear to pull him to his sure death eventually, he might be able to let them free him completely.

He tried praying with all his heart, but the tears he felt he needed most at that moment were too fearful to come out. So he prayed silently and earnestly. He prayed for every useful emotion to come and help him out of his peril born of fear of the unseen. He called to SORROW, to PASSION, to BRILLIANCE, and to any other emotion that could steer him out of his gripping fear until he felt exhausted and dropped into disturbed sleep, his neck hanging.

Abruptly, he was jolted from his short slumber to find that the branch had broken or released its grip on him; he couldn’t be sure. He fell and hit the ground. Luckily, though he felt torn and aching all over his limbs, the ground was softer due to overgrown grass and did not break his bones. Suddenly realizing he was alone and free, he got up and looked around for a way out when he saw another post like the Fearful Lane. This one had the label SORROW written in capitals yet blurred.

Now he knew his prayers had been answered. Allan sprang up, his heart thudding wildly in his chest, half falling and half running and stumbling toward the post before the bats found him.




Chapter 2
The Sorrowful Lane


Allan was confounded to find that after faltering past the sorrowful lane sign from which the letters had been scratched off (probably by some birds), the dark night had rapidly shifted into daylight. He plodded as quickly as he could through the lane, eager to get away.

This lane, unlike the fearful lane, seemed to go on and on. The path was quite narrow, with shrubs and bushes alongside it almost hiding it. It seemed to descend in a zigzag pattern, then rise again now and then. It was all very odd. Allan thought ruefully that he had not only embarked on an adventure but had also jumped into an atmosphere of magical illusions. There did not seem to be any particular timing of day, night, afternoon, or evening. They simply changed rapidly and at any time.

It must have been an hour of walking. Allan was wondering whether the path actually led somewhere when it suddenly widened into a small grassy clearing. The next moment, he was facing an enormous wall of nettles and thorns thoroughly entwined with each other and impossible to cross over. There did not seem to be any way through it, as it extended as far as Allan could see. Feeling helpless and tired, yet determined to find his way back home, Allan walked along the nettle wall to find any opening or gap that might help him get to the other side.

He tried shouting, hoping there was someone to hear him, but to his dismay, the place remained dead quiet.

After a while of walking to and fro, Allan felt something hard beneath the grass under his feet. Looking closely, he saw several long bamboo sticks lying around. This gave Allan an idea. The bamboo sticks were long enough for him to pole vault to the other side. Though only 15 years old, Allan was a strong, sturdy kid and had learned this trick skillfully from some circus friends who occasionally visited his village for yearly entertainment. The only thing that troubled him was the thickness of the thorn wall and what lay on the other side.

Quickly, he made a decision to test the width of the wall with a long bamboo stick. To his great delight, luck was on his side, and the stick passed through the wall easily. He discovered it was thinner than he had thought. Now he felt at ease knowing he could cross over without much trouble. Without wasting another minute, Allan put his plan into action. He picked up a sturdy stick and ran the short distance across, then, with all his strength, flung himself over the thorn wall. He jumped with every ounce of force he could muster and came sliding down to the other side, scratching his back and arms significantly, and landing with a bump on a huge pile of dried leaves.

Allan struggled to disentangle himself from the mass of leaves, which had thankfully saved him from a painful fall.

Emerging from them, he looked around to find he could see nothing at all.

“Great, now what?” thought Allan in frustration.

The atmosphere had changed again. The place was steeped in a misty apprehension. The fog was heavy, and he could hardly see his fingers at arm’s length. “How in the world was he ever going to find his way in this, let alone find a way to reach home?”

Hoping the mist was temporary and would clear soon, Allan felt around for something to sit on and tripped on a rock, falling face down on the ground. The earth was wet from the fog, which softened his fall. However, Allan was in shock. He scrambled to his feet quickly, feeling with his hands for the rock that had tripped him. He found it; the small rock bench was barely visible. Suddenly, exhaustion set in, and he sat down on the bench.

The atmosphere felt dull and desultory. An unknown misery seemed to hang in the misty air, making Allan feel lonely and hurt. His toe was bleeding from the fall, and his arms and back ached from scratches and bruises. The walk, which had taken about 40 minutes, had drained his energy.

He shouted several times, but no voice answered back. He felt lost and far from home. He also wondered frantically what his parents must be feeling. By now, they must have discovered his absence and would be worrying terribly. He hadn’t told anyone about his frequent visits to the fearful place. He never saw any reason to, as he had discovered nothing. Now he wished he had at least let them know about the music before venturing out on his own. But it was no use crying over spilt milk. He was stuck here, and there did not seem to be anywhere to go or even see properly.

Putting his head on his knees, he finally gave way to tears. He wasn’t a boy who easily cried, but the adventures had been too much for him, along with the foreboding atmosphere. He cried until he could cry no more. A minute later, he felt much better. However, the mist was still heavy. He looked at his foot, which had stopped bleeding, though it was still swollen. It was while he was trying to nurse his hurt foot that he heard the sigh.

He stopped and strained his ears to hear more. Sure enough, 20 seconds later, it came again. This time he heard it clearly. It was a heavy sigh, as if someone were in deep anguish and sorrow. Allan was in awe. He was certain there had been no one when he had shouted. If there had been, then why hadn’t the person answered back? Maybe some poor fellow was lost too. He waited silently to hear more. However, no more sighs could be heard.

At length, he shouted again and again until his voice was hoarse. But whoever it was refused to show himself or herself. The clock ticked on, despite the sudden changes in the atmosphere. It had been six hours since he had left his home, and one whole hour sitting here…yet the mist did not seem to be getting any thinner. He had been reluctant to walk through it because of his injured toe. He did not know what lay ahead and feared he might hurt himself again.

Nevertheless, Allan had had enough of sitting. He decided to get up and carefully probe his way through the fog.

He didn’t know how it happened or for how long the boy had been watching him. The next instant, he felt someone snatch the small encyclopedia that luckily had not fallen from his left pocket. Quick as a flash, Allan ran after the small boy. Despite his feet hurting him, Allan limped after him as fast as he could, careful not to lose him. He felt it was his only chance. The boy was younger and fast, but Allan was determined. He knew if he slowed down, the boy would disappear into the mist. Seconds later, he saw the mist clear considerably, to his surprise, and he could vaguely see the running boy ahead of him. They seemed to have come to a clearing of some sort.

“Hey… hey, wait!” yelled Allan angrily.

The boy seemed not to hear him and kept running.

Thinking that the boy must be scared of a stranger, Allan shouted again, this time more softly.

“Wait, please… I need your help.”

This time, the boy stopped but did not turn around.

Allan struggled towards him, breathing fast and stopping a little distance away. He did not want to scare the boy.

“Hello there, boy,” he spoke gently. “Come now, no need to be afraid. Please turn around.”

The boy turned around, tilting his cap back a little, which surprisingly had not fallen off. Allan saw that he was Black. He wore a yellow shirt and black shorts. His cap was red. He looked about 9 years old.

The boy stood there without uttering a word and stared at him with a stiff, defiant air, looking Allan squarely in the face.

Allan smiled, extending his hand in his most friendly manner.

“Hi, I am Allan Larkins.”

The boy ignored his hand and looked back reproachfully. He did not seem to welcome Allan’s intrusion.

“I seem to be unwelcome everywhere,” thought Allan with a sneer.

Feeling exasperated, Allan took a deep breath and tried again.

“Look here, kid, I am stuck here, okay? I need to find my way back home, so do you know anyone older who could help me?”

The boy stared at him rudely for a few seconds, then slowly a flicker of a smile appeared on his face. To Allan’s great astonishment, the boy burst into laughter.

Allan was taken aback. He hadn’t expected this at all. Seeing Allan’s bewildered face, the boy roared with laughter even more until tears streamed down his face.

Allan stiffened, growing irritated with the insolent boy.

“Probably he thinks it’s funny to get lost, huh?”

“Well, good to see you’ve got a sense of humor, but I obviously don’t see the joke, eh?”

The boy stopped laughing at his sarcastic tone. He stared back, grinning in a most annoying manner, his eyes twinkling with a suppressed mischievousness.

Allan studied the boy carefully. He was neither charming nor ugly but had a pleasant air, especially when he laughed. His most attractive features were his long eyes with thick eyelashes. They had an almost appealing, half-sorrowful look that touched Allan and drew a warm feeling for the boy despite his rudeness.

“I saw you weeping,” he spoke suddenly.

His voice was clear and heavier than that of a young boy. Allan was not pleased to be discovered.

“Oh… well?”

“You looked funny!” the boy shrugged sullenly.

“Well… well!” Allan said, indignant and turning red.

The boy stared back, a smile forming on his lips again. Allan decided to change the subject.

“What’s your name, kid?”

“What’s it to you?” was the impertinent retort.

Allan threw up his arms in frustration.

“Nothing, except that I was only trying to be friendly, and you could use some manners, see!”

Angrily, Allan flopped down on a big hollow log and ignored the boy. He looked down to nurse his swollen toe.

The boy scowled slightly, then looked down in a crestfallen manner at Allan’s toe, seemingly ashamed.

“What’s the matter with this boy?” Allan wondered, shaking his head.

The next minute, the boy was sitting beside him on the log.

“What happened to your toe?” he asked.

When Allan did not reply, he spoke this time more timidly.

“It’s Sor… my name is Sor.”

“Sor what?” said Allan, raising his head.

“Just Sor… you can say Sor of the Sorrowless Lane!”

“Sorrowless? I thought this was called the Sorrowful Lane, right?”

There was no answer to this question.

“Well… it doesn’t matter, but Sor is a nice name. It suits you, Sor.”

Obviously, the boy was unaccustomed to compliments, for he immediately relaxed, his face flushing with the simple praise. Allan was beginning to comprehend the boy’s behavior and pondered thoughtfully about him.

“Actually, Mister Allan, it’s because the full name on the sign has been scratched off by some birds.”

“So… I don’t understand?”

“Well, then I can’t be called Sor of the Sorrowful Lane with the full name gone, so I must be Sorrowless, you know!”

This was such a ludicrous statement that Allan could just look at him for a moment with an amused glance. Then a thought occurred to Allan.

“How do you know birds scratched off the sign? Were they by any chance bats?”

“Dunno, Mister. I just think it must be birds?”

“Really, Sor? Okay, then answer me this: Where’s your family? And what are you doing here in this bleak place all alone by yourself?”

“I don’t have any family, and it’s not a bleak place. This is my place; I live here all by myself!”

“IMPOSSIBLE!”

“Believe it or not, but it’s true, Mister.”

“For how long have you been here?” asked Allan unbelievingly.

It couldn’t be possible, yet the forlorn look in his eyes and his behavior explained a bit.

“Dunno… for as long as I can remember.”

“But look here, surely you must know someone? You can’t be all alone?”

Sor simply kept quiet and looked at Allan defiantly. Allan persisted. He was sure there must be an explanation.

“Who brought you here, and where do you get your clothes and food, for instance? For God’s sake, you can’t exist here all alone like this. There must be someone!”

“You do ask a lot of questions… don’t you, Mister Allan?”

“What’s wrong with asking a natural question? And please call me Allan, not Mister Allan. It’s more comfortable.”

“Alright, Allan. I mean, there’s someone else who lives here with me and has taken care of me for ages, in fact, all my life. He was the one who brought me here, as he told me when I grew up.”

“Who?”

“Wizdumb!”

“Wiz… what?”

Allan felt sure the boy, having lived here mostly alone, was half mad.

“WIZDUMB… Mister Dumb!”

Allan sat back, astonished, feeling sure the boy was making it all up.

“That’s an odd name. Wizdumb… who and what?”

“If you’re going to laugh and disbelieve me, Mister…” began Sor, reddening in the face.

“Err… sorry Sor, I am trying to believe you, but really, it’s all rather strange for me, as you can see.”

“I understand, Mister Allan, but his name is Wizdumb without a surname like mine. He’s a wizard, but he doesn’t look like one nor behave like one, and that’s all I know!”

Sor pouted and pursed his lips stubbornly. Allan, seeing his serious face, believed him then. Yet it was all very odd, and knowing Sor would get annoyed, though he had a hundred more questions straining to get out, he lapsed into silence, pondering the small boy’s words.

Allan looked around at the clearing for the first time now that the fog had almost disappeared. What a strange place it was—desolate, despondent, and rather despairing. There were irregular shrubs, odd grasses, some short and dry, others long and green, strewn everywhere. An unbecoming haziness hung there persistently even without the fog. But this was not as surprising as the weird rocks and especially the hollow logs thrown here and there!
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