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Introduction

The MapForge cast was authored to embody the curriculum, not decorate around it.
Each of the 5 characters you'll meet in this book teaches a specific primitive —

a particular tactic, a particular technique, a particular way of seeing.

Together they form an ensemble: the cast IS the curriculum.

Read in any order. Each chapter stands alone.
Each character also appears in the matching Spark & Anvil app (free, forever)
where you can practice what they teach.

— The editors at Spark & Anvil



Bearing

ORIENTATION — north is one direction, not the direction. orientation is a choice
mapmakers make.

At a low wooden workbench in MapForge, a tortoise the size of a soup bowl was slowly
turning a map in a circle.

Bearing had a shell stamped with a faded compass rose and a way of doing everything
unhurriedly. Around her lay maps of the same stretch of coastline, each one laid out
differently — one with north at the top, one with south, one turned so east ran up the
page. A girl who had come to ask directions stood watching, growing more confused
by the second.

"That's the harbor," the girl said, pointing at one map. Then she looked at the next.
"Wait. That's also the harbor. But it's — it's flipped."

"Same harbor," Bearing said. She kept turning. "Same rocks, same channel, same little
island. | only rotated the paper." She stopped the map so that south sat at the top,
then nudged it toward the girl. "This one feels wrong to you, doesn't it. Upside down."

The girl nodded hard.

"But nothing moved. The world didn't tip over. You just expected north to be up here"
— Bearing tapped the top edge with one blunt claw — "because every map you've ever
seen put it there. That's not the truth of the map. That's a habit you were handed." She
looked up, warm and unbothered. "North is one direction. It is not the direction."



The girl opened her mouth to argue, and found she had nothing to argue with.

Bearing was old enough to remember being certain about things.

When she was small — small for a tortoise, which is a very slow kind of small — her
family were the direction-readers for their village. Their whole home was maps:
creased ones, ancient ones, maps drawn by hands long gone. And Bearing, back then,
believed north-up the way she believed the sun came up: as a fact of the world.

Then one afternoon her great-grandmother unrolled a brittle old chart with east at
the top and a holy city drawn dead center, and Bearing's stomach did a strange little
flip. She could not find anything. The coastline she knew by heart had become a
stranger. She felt almost dizzy, the way you feel when a word you've said a hundred
times suddenly stops sounding like a word.

"l don't know where anything is," she'd said, close to tears.

"Everything is exactly where it always was," her great-grandmother said, in no hurry at
all. "You only feel lost because someone, long ago, taught you which way was up —
and you forgot that they chose it She smoothed the old map flat. "The people who
drew this put their holiest place at the top, because to them, up meant important.
That was their choice. North-up is only ours."

Bearing sat with that dizzy feeling until it turned into something else. Not lostness.
Something wider. The ground hadn't moved. Only the frame had — and once she could
see the frame, she could never quite unsee it again.



She walked to MapForge when she was one hundred and thirty, which for a tortoise is
a good age to start something.

Atlas, the mentor who ran the place, met her at the gate. He didn't ask her to prove
she was clever. He asked one thing. "What is orientation?"

Bearing didn't answer with a speech. She took the map Atlas had pinned by the gate —
north-up, of course — and lifted it off its hook. She turned it a quarter-turn. Then
another. Then all the way around, until south sat at the top, and held it there.

"Same land," she said. "Look at your face."
Atlas was frowning at the flipped map without meaning to.

"You feel it too," Bearing said gently. "That little wrongness. That's not the map being
wrong. That's the convention showing itself. | teach people to see that feeling — and
then to ask who decided which way is up, and why." She set the map down, unrotated,
kind about it. "Orientation isn't a law of the world. It's a choice a mapmaker makes."

Atlas looked at her for a long moment. "You belong here," he said.



Her workshop filled up with kids who thought maps only came one way.

A boy came in one morning holding a school atlas like it was a rulebook. "My friend
has a map where Australia's at the top," he said, half laughing, half offended. "It's
upside down. It's wrong."

"Is it?" Bearing pulled out her own south-up map and laid it beside his. "Point to the
ocean between them."

He pointed. Same ocean, both maps.
"Point to Africa."
He found it — lower on his, higher on hers. His finger slowed down.

"It's the same Earth," Bearing said. "Every coastline in the same place, every sea the
same size. | turned it half a circle, that's all. So — which one is upside down?"

The boy chewed on that. "...Neither?"

"Neither," she agreed. "Someone a long time ago drew maps with north up, and it
worked, and it spread, and now nearly everybody does it. That makes it useful — your
compass and your teacher and every navigator alive agree on it, and agreeing is worth
a lot." She tapped the south-up map. "But useful isn't the same as true. This one puts
the countries we usually shrink down at the top instead. It makes you ask: why does
the top feel more important? Maps don't just show the world. They quietly tell you
what to look at first."

"So who decides?" the boy asked.



"The mapmaker. Always the mapmaker." She said it lightly, but she let it land. "So it's
worth knowing who that is."

Later, when the workshop had emptied, the boy came back to the door. He was quieter
now, turning something over.

"When you look at a normal map now," he said, "do you still feel like north is up? Or
did you break that?"

Bearing thought about the brittle old chart, and the dizzy stomach-flip, and her great-
grandmother's unhurried voice.

"I still feel it," she admitted. "North floats to the top for me too — | was taught, same
as you. | didn't break the feeling. | just stopped mistaking it for a fact." She looked
toward the window, where a north-up map hung like everyone's does. "Now when |
see it, | feel two things at once. The old comfort of up is up — and underneath it, this
small, awake feeling, like remembering there's a door in a wall you always thought
was solid. The world can be turned. It won't fall. And once you know that, you get to
choose how you look at it, instead of only looking the way you were handed."

The boy nodded slowly, and Bearing watched the offended stiffness go out of his
shoulders and something roomier take its place.

She didn't say the last part out loud, but she thought it, warm and slow as everything
about her: the surest-feeling things are usually just the ones nobody ever thought to
turn around.



Inset

SCALE — bigger map, less detail; smaller map, more story — pick on purpose.
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On the widest table in MapForge, a field-mouse-tween named Inset spread out a map
of the whole region and frowned at it like it had said something rude.

The map was enormous. It showed everything — the eastern hills, the river that split
the plains, three towns, a coastline. And yet, standing over it, Inset looked unhappy.
She tapped one tiny dot near the river.

"That dot," she told the older mouse next to her, "is my whole village. Every garden.
Every crooked fence. The pond where | learned to swim." She squinted. "And on this
map, it's smaller than a crumb."

"Well, it's a big map," the older mouse said. "Can't fit everything."

"Exactly." Inset's eyes lit up, which was alarming, because she pulled a second map out
of her vest — a small folded square — and snapped it open right on top of the first.
This one showed only the village: every garden, every crooked fence, the pond. "So |
made a smaller one. Same place. But now you can see it."

She laid the little map inside a neat box drawn on the big one, so the crumb and the
close-up sat side by side.

"Bigger map, less detail," she said, patting the huge one. "Smaller map, more story."
She patted the little one. "Same dirt under both. They just don't agree about what
matters." She grinned. "Neither one is lying. They're both choosing."



Inset had learned about choosing the hard way, back when she was small.

Her family were territory-walkers — field mice who'd spent generations learning the
land around the village by walking it. When she was little, she'd tried to draw the
entire territory on one page: every root, every anthill, every blade of grass she could
remember. She'd worked at it for a whole afternoon, adding and adding, until the page
was a black smudge of too many lines. You couldn't find the pond in it. You couldn't
find anything.

She'd cried, a little. It felt like failing. / remembered all of it, she thought, and it still
came out as nothing.

Her grandmother had sat down beside her and looked at the ruined page for a long
time. She didn't say it was messy.

"You tried to keep everything," she said gently. "That's not greedy, little one. That's
love. But a map that keeps everything shows nothing." She smoothed out a fresh page.
"The question isn't how do I fit it all. It's what is this map for? Answer that, and it tells
you what to leave out." She tapped the blank page. "Leaving things out isn't losing
them. It's aiming."

Inset drew the pond that day. Just the pond, and the path to it. And for the first time,
someone else could find their way there.



She walked to MapForge at twelve, because a place that studied maps ought to
understand the thing nobody talked about: that every map is mostly the stuff it didn't
draw.

Atlas, the old mentor, met her at the gate. He didn't ask her to prove she was clever.
He asked one question. "What is scale?"

Inset didn't answer with a definition. She unfolded her two maps — the whole region,
and the tiny village box tucked inside it — and set them on the gate-stone.

"Bigger map, less detail," she said, pointing. "Smaller map, more story." She looked up
at him. "It's a trade. You can cover a lot of ground, or you can show a lot of detail. You
can't do both on one page. So you pick — on purpose — depending on what the map is
for."

Atlas studied the little village box for a long moment. "And who decides what stays
in?"

"The mapmaker," Inset said, quieter. "That's the part people forget. What you keep is
what you thought was worth keeping."

"You belong here," Atlas said.



Inset's workshop was full of the same place drawn a dozen different ways.

A girl came in one afternoon, cross, holding a crumpled map she'd made of her walk
to school. "It's wrong," she said. "I put in every single thing and it's a mess. You can't
even tell where the school is."

Inset knew that mess. She'd made it herself, once, on an afternoon that ended in
tears.

"How far is your walk?" she asked.
"Just to the end of the lane."

Inset pulled down two maps from the wall. "This one's a world map. See the whole
coastline — but not one single street. And this one" — she unrolled a close, detailed
sheet — "is four streets. Every doorway. No coastline at all." She set them beside each
other. "Same trade, both times. The world map picked coverage. The street map picked
detail. Your walk to school is a street-map question. So draw it like one."

"But then | have to leave out loads of stuff."

"Yep." Inset handed her a fresh page. "Leave out the far hills. Leave out the river. Keep
the lane, the corner, the gate, the door." She pointed to a faint line at the edge of the
world map. "And see here — mapmakers simplify on purpose. Fewer roads. Fewer
rivers. They call it generalizing. It's not laziness. It's aiming." She tapped the little line
on the bottom of the map, the one marked 0 — 710km — 20km. "That bar? That's how
you keep it honest. It says how much real ground each step on the page really is.
Never draw a map without one."



The girl drew her four streets. When she finished, you could find the school in a
heartbeat.

"Better?" Inset asked.

"Loads." The girl paused. "But now the river's just... gone."

"It's not gone," Inset said. "It's just not this map's job."

Later, when the workshop was quiet, the girl came back with one more question. She
was gentler now.

"When someone shows me a map," she said, "how do | know what they left out?"

Inset thought about the smudged black page from long ago, and her grandmother's
slow voice.

"You ask," she said. "Every map somebody hands you already made a choice before
you ever saw it. Somebody decided what was big enough to keep and what was small
enough to lose. So when you read one, don't just look at what's there." She traced the
empty white space around the village box. "Look at the quiet parts. Ask, what didn't
fit? Why not? Whose home became a crumb?'

She folded her two maps back together, the little village tucked safe inside the big
region.

"A map never shows you the world," she said. "It shows you what somebody chose.
Once you can feel that — the choosing under the drawing — you'll never look at a map
the same way again."



The girl looked at her own four streets a while, then rolled them up carefully and held
them a little closer, the way you hold something you finally understand is yours.



Key

LEGEND LITERACY — the legend is the mapmaker's confession. what's NOT on the map
is also a map.
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In the corner of every map in MapForge, there is a little box full of tiny pictures, and a
small grey owl named Key was the only one who read it first.

She sat on a stool in the map-hall, an old map unrolled across the table, and she did
not look at the mountains or the rivers or the winding roads. She looked at the box in
the corner — dots, lines, a splash of blue, a patch of hatching — and tapped each one
with her feathered finger. "Dots are cities," she murmured. "Lines are roads. Blue is
water. Hatching is forest." Only then did her eyes lift to the map itself, and now every
symbol on it had a name.

A boy leaned over her shoulder. "You read the little box before the actual map? The
map's right there."

"The box tells the truth about the map," Key said. "If you skip it, you're just guessing
what the pictures mean." She wore a soft shawl printed with the same marks — dots,
lines, blue, hatching — so that anywhere she went, the meaning of a map traveled

with her, wrapped round her shoulders. She smoothed it. "And there's a second thing."
She ran her finger down the little box, then stopped at the empty space below the last
symbol. "It also tells you what the mapmaker decided not to draw. See here? Roads,
yes. But no footpaths. No place where the old orchard used to be." She tilted her head.
"The empty part of the box is talking, too. You just have to be quiet enough to hear it."



Key learned to hear the quiet when she was small.

Her family were the legend-keepers of a watch-tower village, owls who copied maps
by lamplight and had night-sharp eyes that caught what daytime readers rushed past.
One evening her grandmother spread out two maps of the very same valley and asked
her which was true.

Key studied them. They looked almost identical — same hills, same stream. But one
showed a scattering of little houses along the north ridge, and the other showed the
ridge blank, as if nobody lived there at all.

"They can't both be right," Key said. "Somebody's houses are missing."

"Nobody's houses are missing, little one. The houses are still there." Her grandmother
tapped the blank ridge with one claw. "This mapmaker just decided they didn't matter
enough to draw. That's not a mistake. That's a choice." She let the word sit. "A map
isn't the world. It's what one person chose to keep and what they chose to leave out.
When you learn to see the leaving-out, you're not reading the map anymore. You're
reading the mapmaker."

Key stared at the blank ridge for a long time. It stopped feeling empty. It started
feeling like a held breath — a silence that meant something. She never looked at a
corner-box the same way again.



She walked to MapForge at twelve, because a place that studied maps ought to care
about the corner nobody reads.

Atlas, the mentor who ran the map-hall, met her at the door. He didn't ask her to draw
a coastline or plot a course. He asked one thing. "What is legend literacy?"

Key didn't recite. She reached past him to a map pinned by the entrance, put her
finger on the little box in the corner, and read it aloud — dots, lines, colors — then slid
her finger to the blank space beneath. "And this," she said. "No footbridges. No
seasonal camps. The box tells you what the symbols mean. The empty part tells you
what the mapmaker left off — and that's a map too."

Atlas looked at the blank corner she was pointing at, then at the small owl pointing at
it. Most people, he knew, never looked at that box at all.

"You belong here," he said.
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Key's workshop smelled of old paper. One afternoon a girl brought her a beautiful old
map of a faraway region — crisp lines, gold lettering, proud and official.

"Read the corner first," Key said.

The girl found the little box. "Capital cities. Roads. Railways. Mines. Borders." She
grinned. "It's got everything."

"Does it?" Key set a second map beside it — plainer, hand-drawn, of the exact same
land. "Read this one's corner."

The girl read. Then she went quiet. "This one has... language regions. Community
forests. Old ceremony grounds. Walking routes for the dry season." She looked
between the two. "The first map didn't have any of those."

"Same rivers. Same mountains. Same ground," Key said gently. "Two different corners.
The first mapmaker thought cities and mines were the whole story. The second knew
the land was full of people already living on it" She tapped the proud old map's tidy
little box. "This corner isn't lying about what it shows. But look at everything it's silent
about. Whose home just vanished, so the map could look simple?"

The girl traced the blank spaces where villages should have been. "So the empty
part..."

"Is a confession," Key said. "The corner of a map is the most honest part of it. It admits
what mattered to the person who drew it — and, if you're listening, what they were
happy to forget."



That evening the girl came back with one more question, quieter now.

"When something's just... not there," she said. "How do you even know to look for it?
An empty space is empty. How do you notice nothing?"

Key thought about the blank ridge, and the two houses that weren't missing at all, and
her grandmother's lamplit hands.

"You feel it before you can say it," she said. "There's this little tilt in your chest — a
wait, where is it? — the same feeling as walking into a room and knowing before you
count that a chair is gone. That feeling isn't nothing. It's you noticing a silence." She
pulled her shawl a little closer, all its dots and lines and blue. "The whole world is full
of maps that are quiet about somebody. Once you can feel the quiet, you can never
unfeel it — and that's not a heavy thing to carry. That's just being awake."

The girl nodded slowly, and Key watched her look at the corner of the map one more
time, softly, the way you'd look at someone who'd been trying to tell you something
all along.



Plot

COORDINATES — every place has many addresses; many cultures have many ways of
saying here.

Plot stood in the middle of the village square with six visitors around her, all lost, all
pointing in different directions, all arguing.

She was a small pangolin-tween with soft grey scales that curved across her back in a
neat grid, like a map drawn onto a creature. Around her neck hung a battered little
box with dials and a cracked screen — her coordinate-translator. The visitors had
come looking for the same well, the old stone one near the river-bend, and every
single one of them had been given directions by a different villager, and every single
set of directions was different, and now they were sure someone was lying.

"Nobody's lying," Plot said. "You've all got the right address. Just six different ones."
They stopped arguing to stare at her.

"You," she pointed at a tall heron in a traveling cloak, "were told 'forty-point-seven
north, seventy-four west. Numbers. Very precise." She pointed at a beetle. "You were
told 'two doors past the baker. Also right." She pointed at a hedgehog. "You were told
'follow the river-bend to the crooked pine. Right again." She spread her small clawed
hands. "It's one well. It has as many addresses as there are people who love it. Come
on — every one of these roads leads there."



And she walked them, all six, to the well by the river-bend, each along the path that
made sense to them, and every path arrived.

Plot had learned that the day a mapmaker made her cry.

She was little then, and a traveling cartographer had come through the burrow-village
to "fix the map." He'd unrolled a crisp official chart and shaken his head at everything.
The way her grandmother said "near the elder's home" — not real. The way the
boundary-walkers marked distance from the river — not real. "There's only one correct
way to locate a place," he'd said, tapping his grid. "This one. The rest is folklore."

Plot had gone home with a tight, hot feeling in her chest, because her whole family
were boundary-walkers, and the way they said where things were had never once
gotten anyone lost.

Her grandmother had found her curled small in the burrow. She didn't argue with the
mapmaker. She just asked, "When you tell me you're at the crooked pine — do | ever
fail to find you?"

"No," Plot whispered.

"Then it's real. His grid is real too. They're both ways of saying here. One isn't the truth
and the others lies, little one. They're all inventions — his and ours. People made
every single one of them, to fit what they needed." Her grandmother smiled. "The map
that made you cry left out five true addresses. Don't you ever do the same to
somebody."

The hot feeling didn't vanish. But it had a shape now. It wasn't shame. It was this
matters, and Plot could hold that.



She walked to MapForge at twelve, coordinate-translator swinging at her chest,
because a place that studied maps ought to know a map is a choice, not a truth.

Atlas, the old mentor at the gate, didn't ask her to prove she was clever. He asked one
question. "What are coordinates?"

Plot didn't answer with a speech. She looked around, picked the flagpole in the
courtyard, and pointed. "That pole is there," she said. "Now — where's there?' She
began to answer her own question, ticking off her claws. "It's a set of numbers off the
equator. It's 'in front of the east wall! It's 'nine steps from the gate.' It's 'where the pole
is!" She looked up at Atlas. "Same pole. Four addresses. | can give you forty more, and
none of them is the real one, because they're all things people invented to point at
the same spot."

Atlas looked at the flagpole for a long moment, as if seeing it get slightly bigger. "You
belong here," he said.



Plot's workshop filled up fast, because everyone had gotten lost at least once.

A frowning fox came in one afternoon, furious at a foreign chart. "l asked where the
harbor was and they gave me this," he said, slapping down a page of numbers.
"Eighteen-T, five-eight-three-nine-six-zero. What does that even mean?Why can't
people just say things normally?

Plot knew that frown. She'd worn it at the crooked pine.

She set the translator on the bench. "Watch. Here's the harbor." She typed. The
cracked screen lit. "Numbers off the equator: forty-point-seven north, seventy-four
west. Or that same spot in the surveyor's grid — your eighteen-T, five-eight-three-
nine-six-zero. Or a street: two-three-three Dockside. Or how the fisher-birds say it:
'one cove east of the lighthouse, where the swell turns." She looked up. "Every one of
those is the harbor. Which is normal?"

The fox opened his mouth. Closed it.

"The surveyor thinks his grid is normal. The fishers think the swell is normal. The
letter-carriers think the street is normal." Plot tapped the translator gently. "This box
doesn't crown a winner. It just carries you between them, so you can meet a place
however the person in front of you already knows it." She grinned. "The numbers
aren't the truth of the harbor. Neither is the lighthouse. The harbor’s the truth. All the
rest is us, choosing how to point."

The fox picked up his frowned-at page and looked at it differently. "So it's not wrong,"
he said slowly. "It's just... one cove east, in numbers."

"Now you've got it."



Later, when the workshop was empty, the fox came back with one more question,
quieter now.

"When | use my way of saying where | am," he said, "the way from home, the one
nobody official writes down — is that still real? Or is it just... the small version?"

Plot thought about the burrow, and the hot tight feeling, and her grandmother's
steady voice.

"It's real," she said. "That's the honest answer. The way that lives in you — the crooked
pine, the cove past the lighthouse, the elder's door — nobody handed you that. You
walked it into being. It's not the small version of some bigger truth. It's a whole
language for finding home." She looked out the window toward the river-bend. "Every
grand official grid was once just some people's favorite way of pointing, written down
and shared. Yours could be too. None of them is the ground itself. They're all just us,
standing in a place we love, and reaching for a way to say here — so someone else can
come stand beside us."

The fox nodded slowly, and Plot watched the tightness leave his shoulders, the same
way, years ago, hers had.

She didn't say the rest out loud, but she thought it, warm and sure: the way you say
where you are is never nothing. It's every path you've ever walked, folded into words,
waiting to bring someone home.



Wayfind

NON-WESTERN MAPPING — some maps you sing, some you walk, some you only learn
from elders. Peer cartographies, not curiosities.

Out on the open water, hours from any shore, a small grey heron-elder named
Wayfind closed her eyes and read the ocean with her feet.

There was no paper map on the little canoe. There was no glowing screen. There was
only Wayfind, standing very still in her woven-grass cloak, feeling the way one long
swell rolled under the hull, then a second swell crossing it at an angle, then a third. A
young traveler gripped the side of the boat, seasick and scared.

"We're lost," the young one said. "There's nothing out here. No landmarks. Nothing."

"There is everything out here," Wayfind said, without opening her eyes. "You are only
reading with the wrong parts of you."

She pointed — not at anything the young one could see. "Feel the boat. That biggest
swell comes from a storm a thousand kilometers behind us. It has been rolling the
same direction for days. It is a road." She lifted her beak to the wind. "Smell it? Cooler
now. Land ahead cools the air before you can see the land." A single dark bird cut
across the pink evening sky. "And that one — she is flying home to roost. Follow her
line."

The young traveler stared at the bird, then at the swells, then at Wayfind. "You're
navigating with... birds and waves?"



"l am navigating with a map," Wayfind said gently. "It simply is not made of paper. It is
made of ocean and sky and memory. My people crossed more water than any paper-
map maker ever dared, reading exactly this. Do not call it a lucky guess." She opened
her eyes and smiled at the frightened young one. "Now. Watch the bird. We are nearly
home."

Wayfind had learned, when she was young, that a map did not have to be a thing you
could hold.

Her family were bridge-elders — herons whose long lives and long travels had carried
them across water and land and air, past village after village. As a chick she had
believed her own village's maps were simply the maps, the true ones, and everyone
else's were quaint little imitations.

Then her grandfather took her traveling. In one place, people found their way by
singing — a long song that named every waterhole, every ridge, every turning, in
order, so that to walk the land you sang the land, and the song was the map. In
another, people carried no maps at all, only remembered ones, whole coastlines held
perfectly in their heads. In another, the map lived in stories of which fish came in
which season and where.

Little Wayfind had felt her face go hot with a strange shame. "l thought our way was
the only real way," she admitted. "l thought theirs were just... interesting. Like museum
things."

Her grandfather stopped walking. His voice was slow and kind, but it did not let her off
easily. "That feeling — that little curl of thinking you know best — remember it. It is
the most dangerous feeling a mapmaker can have." He looked out over the singing
land. "These are not curiosities, small one. They are equals. They work as well as ours.



Sometimes better. To honor them is not to be generous. It is only to be correct" And
the hot shame in her chest cooled into something steadier: respect she would carry
for a hundred and fifty years.

She walked to MapForge when she was very old, because a place that studied maps
ought to understand every kind — not just the ones printed on paper.

Atlas, the mentor who ran the guild, met her at the gate. He did not ask her to prove
herself. He asked one thing. "What are the maps that don't fit on a page?"

Wayfind did not answer with a lecture. She unrolled a small mat and set down her
stick-chart props — not any real tradition's actual instrument, just an evocation,
curved shapes that stood for swells and islands. She traced one curve with a wingtip.
"Some maps you sing" she said. "Some maps you walk. Some maps you only learn
from elders — and only when they choose to hand them to you." She looked up. "Peer
cartographies. Not curiosities."

Atlas was quiet a long moment. "And these props?"

"An honest fake," Wayfind said at once. "The real ones live with the elders who carry
them, and | will never pretend to be those elders. | am here to open a door. The
people on the other side teach what's inside it."" She folded her wings. "l represent the
respect. | do not replace the knowledge."



Atlas smiled. "You belong here," he said. "The whole guild's honesty depends on it."

A student came to Wayfind's workshop one afternoon, clutching a printed atlas like a
shield. "This is a real map," he said, tapping it. "The other stuff — the singing, the
wave-reading — that's just, y'know. Culture. Nice, but not real navigation."

Wayfind did not scold him. She had felt that exact curl of feeling, long ago, on a
singing land.

"Cover the atlas," she said. He did. "Now. Your grandmother's house — the old one,
from when you were small. Walk me there. No map."

The boy frowned, then began, slowly. "Left at the big crooked tree. Past the shop that
smells like bread. Down the hill where the road goes bumpy. The blue gate that sticks."

"Stop." Wayfind's eyes were warm. "You just navigated a hundred turns without a
single line on paper. Tree, smell, slope, the sticky gate. You held the whole route in
your body and your memory." She tapped the closed atlas. "That is what a songline is
— a whole coastline held that way, sung so it never gets lost, passed elder to child.
That is what an ocean-reader does — the swell is your crooked tree, the seabird your
bread-shop." She leaned in. "The wave-readers crossed the widest ocean on Earth
doing this, generations before any European ship could. Does that sound like 'nice,
but not real'?"

The boy looked at the atlas, then at his own hands, like they'd done something he
hadn't given them credit for. "..No," he said. "It sounds like they were better at it."



"For that ocean — yes, they were," Wayfind said simply. "So we call them what they
are. Equals. And if you ever truly want to learn the real thing — not my honest fake —
you go to the actual elders, the actual community, and you wait to be trusted with it.
That's not mine to hand you. It was never mine."

Later, when the workshop had gone quiet, the boy came back. He was gentler now.

"How do you carry all of it?" he asked. "Every wave and every star and every turning.
It's not written anywhere. Doesn't it feel like it might just... slip away?"

Wayfind thought about the singing land, and her grandfather's slow voice, and the hot
shame that had cooled into something she'd kept safe for a hundred and fifty years.

"It doesn't slip," she said softly, "because it was never mine alone. That's the whole
secret. A map on paper you can lose in a puddle. But a map that is sung, that is
walked, that is handed elder to child with care — that one lives in people. As long as
someone remembers to pass it on, and someone waits to receive it, it stays." She
looked toward the window, toward the water. "That's what | feel, at the end of a long
crossing. Not clever. Not proud. Just — held. Held by everyone who read the same
swells before me, and everyone I'll teach to read them after."

The boy nodded, and she watched a little of his stiffness go loose — the same way, so
long ago, her own certainty had softened into something warmer and truer out on the
singing land.

She didn't say the rest aloud, but she felt it, steady and glad: the truest maps aren't
the ones you can hold in your hand. They're the ones people are willing to trust you
with.



About Spark & Anvil

Spark & Anvil is a 501(c)(3) public charity. We make educational apps for ages 9-14 —
all free, forever; no ads; no tracking; no in-app purchases. MapForge is one of 140+
apps in the portfolio.

More chapter books from Spark & Anvil

Each app in the Spark & Anvil portfolio publishes its own illustrated chapter book +
audio drama, available free from spark-and-anvil.com/books. Highlights include:

e GambitTales — chess tactics through Sir Pinwell, Lady Skewer, Queen Vesper, and
the Twin Knights of Fork Hill

e ProofQuest — formal proof techniques through Direct-Proof Dora and the Lemma
Library

e CuriosityQuest — Texas geography exploration through Linger, Notice, and the
Lantern in the Dark

e QuillSpell — spelling craft through the Word Wizard cast

e SynaForge — sensory-affirming creative tools through Lull, Soften, and the Quiet
that is Also Creating

Methodology

Distributed-narrative pedagogy per Jerome Bruner (narrative-cognition) + Sebastian
Habgood (intrinsic-integration in educational games) + SAMHSA TIP 57 (trauma-
informed register).

Trauma-informed-design framework per Eggleston et al. (2025) and Stoltenburg et al.
(2024).

License

© 2026 Spark & Anvil (501(c)(3) public charity). Chapter text and illustrations licensed
under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. App software © Spark & Anvil — all rights reserved. Distribute,
adapt, and remix freely for educational use with attribution.

Cover art, chapter illustrations, and chapter text are reviewed for age-appropriate,
trauma-aware content before publication. Audio drama transcripts available at spark-
and-anvil.com/cast.
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