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ALI CE

When you blink, do you die? Wen your eyes open again, is
it the sane you that closed those |ids? Wat about when you
sl eep, that blessed time when your troubles are far away...

Maybe the relief gained in sleep cones fromyour death
fromthe reality of a new you facing each instance of continued
consci ousness, only to die again at the end of the day or each
time your eyelids slide shu-

CHAPTER 1

Alice sat in the corner of the restaurant. Her hands were
folded neatly in her |ap, her ankles crossed under the chair.
Her back was straight, her head tilted back. Her eyes were
staring at the black needles that served to mark tinme under the
transparent plastic face of a clock. Each mnute on that clock
was marked by a small sliver of black plastic; each second, by
the sane slivers and a tick that becane | ouder with each jerking
notion of the needle. In the stillness of a single instant, she
coul d see the needl e waver, swing to the next black sliver of a
second - no, wait, there was too nuch nonmentum and the needl e
swung to mark two seconds before being brutally arrested by a
hi dden gear. She flinched, watching as the needle was forced to
stagger shakily back into place to mark the thirty-fourth second

past the twenty-ninth mnute of the hour of five past noon with
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a horrendous crashing noise. She smled at the clock. Poor

thing, never a chance to breathe, rest, sleep...

Alice |owered her eyes fromthe clock. She could see in the
dimlight the trance-li ke notions of the young waiters and
wai tresses wandering about through the restaurant. It was
typi cal restaurant protocol, where the servers interacted with
their custoners in an amcably sterile fashion and pretending to
be thrilled at the opportunity to play slave to those who m ght
deign to toss thema few coins after a cardboard neal. Wy
bot her novi ng, she wondered at them when you aren't even there
to begin with? They ignored her, of course. No, wait - a young
man in an apron rushed across the roomto her.

"Can | get you anything? His fingers tapped restlessly on
a notepad, the dark streaks of a soft pencil marring its surface
with requests for fries and a coke. She could al nost hear it -
"No, nake that two fries and an iced tea, yes thank you you're
di sm ssed go away now so that | can continue to flirt with.."
The waiter's dark eyes | ooked at her enptily, feigned patience
belied by the restless fingers tapping on the notepad
unconsciously. She tried for his sake to focus on the present.

She | aughed silently. The echoes of each peal of |aughter

ri ppled fromone surface of her skull to another as she felt her
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nmout h open. "Not hing, thank you." Ah, yes, the fornulaic
response - a ritual, really. She raised her glass of water in a
gesture that plainly said, |I've already been hel ped. The waiter
noved away, unable to conceal the relief that traced his face
when he realized that his services were not required.

She sat in the restaurant as she had every year in the rainy
aututm weat her - every year since she had failed to keep a
prom se. Two promi ses. She kept watch here once each year, as
a sort of wake for those prom ses. Her mnd could wander here;
there was nothing to distract her in this over-sterile
envi ronnent. Not hing except a candl e.

A candl e burned on the dark wooden surface of the table, the
ferocity of its flanme tenpered behind the mlky glass of a
candl e-hol der. She pulled the candle closer, staring at it.
She could feel herself being drawn into the flame - it took up
nore and nore of her vision until she could see nothing el se,
until she was the flanme. Little droplets of fire sparkled in
her peripheral vision; an inverted waterfall of fire poured
upwards fromthe w ck, sparks dancing up to the ceiling - and
across the rooma figure made of light slipped into the room
fromthe street, rain dripping fromits incandescent body.

* k% *

Alice felt no particular surprise at the presence of the
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figure as she watched the dripping water pool around its feet,
seeing the seething glow of its body reflecting its shape in the
puddl e. She knew she shoul d be surprised, so she did what she
t hought m ght be proper; she blinked. She opened her eyes
again, straining to see across the dimroom She could find
not hing but the rippling marks of the wood grain on her table.
The heat waves fromthe candle were distorting her vision, but
she seened to be seeing a footprint in the pool of water; a
footprint so hot that the water hissed and strained to pull away
fromits inpression. Knowng that it was foolish, she pulled
herself to her feet and wal ked over to the door. It wasn't only
her i magi nation. She stooped down to touch the water and swore
under her breath as she jerked her fingers back fromthe heat.
She wal ked outside, seeing a trail of boiling footprints turning
around the corner of a street. Wthout the |least clue as to why
she was doi ng so, she ran after that trail

The rain still fell silently, each drop placed precisely
apart fromall the others. |f she could have sl owed down tine,
she woul d have seen that each drop reflected all the others.
She woul d even have seen her own face franmed by strai ght dark
hair that dropped behind her shoul ders, the blue neon glow from
a sign proclaimng the restaurant to be OPEN shining in the

dar kness behind her. There were many other things to see,
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reflected in puddles on the sidewal k; the constell ations of
| i ghted wi ndows fromthe nearby office towers, the sleek dark
steel of passing vehicles,red brake lights, green traffic
lights, yellow heliumstreetlights, blue neon glow, white
constellations of |ighted wi ndows. Everything was spinning,
falling, splashing into pools of water collected in footprints
burned into the concrete. She shook herself away fromthe spel
of the lights and ran on.

She hopped over a puddl e whose surface was marred by a
t housand rai ndrops. The rainwater was beginning to run down her
skin and soak into her clothes as she followed the footprints.
They vani shed around a corner. She started to follow, but found
hersel f held fast by a nenory.

It was one of those two prom ses. She'd prom sed |carus
Sinan that she woul d take care of herself, and it was here that
she had failed to keep that promse. It was a particularly dark
corner, and on a darker night than this one seven years before
she had found herself - always the strong one - struck from
behind and felled by nmuggers who | eft her with nothing but the
cl othes on her back. Fool nme twi ce, shame on ne. It had
changed sonething in her, as surely as if a switch in her brain
had been flicked off. She had becone fearful, timd.

For once, though, her curiosity was stronger than her fear.
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She al nost felt conpelled. She took a deep breath, then noved
on, one foot in front of the other.

She turned the corner, seeing nothing but nore footprints.
The street grew darker as she wal ked, fading to allow her to see
that each footprint was glowing slightly. Leaves |lay scattered
about like torn paper - the |eaves were burying torn paper,
tearing wet paper bags with sharp stens not yet weakened by
wat er and deconposition. A thousand cigarettes lay strewn
about, each one bearing the marks of a different pair of |ips.
Some of them were covered with lipstick, but all of them were
contam nated with DNA. Some corner of Alice's brain was
t hi nki ng how strange it was that sonething invisible could
uni quely identify each snoker nore accurately than the nother or
| over or friend who would have to identify the silent body when
it ceased to live. Most likely fromlung cancer, she thought
cynically as she ran. The concrete sidewal ks flowed toward a
di stant horizon, running parallel to the street. She was
runni ng on one, running on the bank of an asphalt river
navi gat ed by the occasional SUV populated with a nother and her
children or an old man driving hone al one - or her | east
favorite, a group of insecure young nmen shouting and whistling
at her from an overcrowded pickup as she hurried on. She kept

her eyes ground-focused, shrinking into the shadows on the far
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side of the sidewal k, paying attention to nothing but the
footprints.

Alice winced at her own reaction. She was so timd these
days; it had not always been so. She pulled her coat closer,
| ooki ng about her suspiciously. Wy am| doing this? It's
crazy, following footprints at night in the rain. Wiat if
soneone attacks nme? She shivered slightly before shaking the
feeling. The conpulsion to follow gripped her nmuch stronger
than any fear of the unknown. She |aughed al oud softly, a grim
little chuckle. If only ny friends could see ne now. .. they
could certainly never call ne nousy again. Sone part of her
brai n added before she could stop it, if they would have seen ne
bef ore, they woul d never have started calling ne that.

The street rushed on. Every step forward pulled her
surroundi ngs toward her, every other step pulled them past her.
Little trickles of light fromnearby street |anps floated over
i nky puddl es, each flicker of light chained to its own | anp.

The flickers ran away from her as she approached, foll owed her
as she passed. She smiled as her toe brushed a puddle; the
lights froma streetlight showed her a rippling face that shot a
haunting smle at her before it vanished in a splash under her
foot. Alnost of their own volition, her feet began to cone down

faster, falling directly in the nowfading footprints. Her pace
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qui ckened to match the wide strides that the prints demanded of
her. "Were are you?" she wondered al oud, straining her eyes to
see any trace of the figure. Cool air brushed past her face and
a slight smell of alnond coiled its way around a thread of air
into her nostrils. She blinked.

—_—

Alice was nine years old, standing in a tiny kitchen in a
wr et ched apartnment somewhere in the corner of a dying city,
listening to the clanor of crowds of refugees w nding through
the streets outside her boarded-up wi ndow. They were all
hurrying to seek shelter in a place already bursting at the
seans. Her nother poured boiling water over a handful of ground
coffee, straining it into a nug. Creamfollowed the water
slipping under the nmurky surface of the coffee. It dove to the
bottom of the nug frantically before rushing to the surface for
air in a whirling tornado of whiteness, only to neet a drizzle
of sugar crystals and a few drops of al nond extract - her
nother's vain attenpt to create the sensation of anmaretto.

Alice stood close to her nother, watching as the coffee touching
her |ips when she si pped.

"Why is everyone rushi ng?" she asked her nother, peering
through a crack in the boards. She could see a seething throng

of peopl e, dozens of heads bobbing up and down in a crowd.
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There was the occasional driftwood in the pool of humanity; a
vehicle, or a beast of burden |laden with sone famly's
possessions floating along, borne to sone nysterious destination
t hat she could not fathom

"Because they have nothing else to do," her nother replied.
The words drifted out into the air along with a slight snell of
al mond, riding coiled around a thread of air into her nostrils.
The sensation tickling her nose. She closed her eyes in a
sneeze.

* ok

Each of Alice's footsteps probed gingerly into a footprint
in the sidewal k. Alice's first steps found those footprints
slippery; she slid on the nuddy water filling the over-I|arge
I npressions of the glowwng nman's foot. Wth each step, the
footprints seened to fit her feet nore exactly, the concrete
si dewal k reaching into the treads of her shes to propel her
along with a slight sucking noise. The newy vacated footprints
behi nd her succunbed to a rush of water filled with broken
twigs, dirty |leaves, torn cigarettes |eaking shredded tobacco,
and once even a tw sted plastic candy wapper with an illegible
|l ogo featuring a smling clown. She wondered why people threw
t hi ngs about; she was as | azy as anyone el se, though. No

nystery there, | guess.
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| wonder if |'ve been here before, she thought. The

footprints know nme. She was sure of it, as sure as she was of
her own presence sonewhere in a darkened city street on a rainy
ni ght, approaching a dead end like a fool. A garden gate arched
next to the sidewal k down the road. She alnost didn't see the
silent figure staring inpassively at her approach, not noving as
rai ndrops slipped off its shoulders and clattered to the ground
in a broken pile of icy splashes. The glow around the figure
made the splashes | ook like tiny explosions before they sl unped
into a sullen puddle. The figure slipped through the gate into
the shadows. It only took a nonent for Alice to reach the gate.
In the dimess and the rain, she could nake out a garden of sone
sort.

Her foot crossed the threshold of the garden gate. The arch
seened to flex away from her head as she passed underneath it.
She ran a finger tentatively over the gate as she eyed the arch.
The gate was cold iron, wought in precise knots shielded by ivy
creeping up its bars. There was sonme nysterious vine bl oom ng
with tiny silver flowers spilling over the top of the arch. It
seenmed to strain to touch her hair even as the arch itself
pul | ed away from her presence.

Moonl i ght slipped through a gap in the clouds, sending down

shafts of light Iike sunbeans in an enpty room The |ight
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touched her eyelids, and the brilliance dazzled her. Her eyes
closed. The |ight was gentle now, highlighting the snooth
hem sphere of a lid closed over brown eyes. In that exact
i nstant, an onl ooker woul d have seen the m sty clouds of exhal ed
air hanging frozen before her face in mdair as if she were a
dragon queen. The surrounding trees were bent slightly under
the pressure of the wind, and a piece of torn paper was hangi ng

silently in the air three steps away.
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CHAPTER 2

Ali ce opened her eyes, rubbing away extra tears fromthe
fresh filmthat protected her eyes from dust and dryness. The
wi nd rocked the trees around her, tugging her hair to one side
playfully. There was sonething floating in the air. Her hand
reached out reflexively as she stepped forward, and her fingers
cl osed around a piece of torn paper tunbling end over end in the
breeze. The m sty cloud of breath vani shed before she was even
aware that it had ever been present. Her fingers snoothed out
the piece of paper, turning it unconsciously to align it with
her gaze. Her eyes narrowed as her awareness tunneled to the
paper alone. She could nake out the frayed edges of torn paper
comng into sharp focus with the words.

The paper was |ined, each faint strand of blue dye marking a
neat division of the page. Each strand of blue was bl eedi ng
down into that division, on a paper surface stained by nud and
water. M nuscul e dunes of nud ran across the paper. There was
sonet hi ng scratched through the nud; trails of red ink, near-
black to her eyes in the night despite the noonlight. She could
barely make out words on the paper.

You have heard the call. Do you dare to answer? Your

choices are not unlimted; in fact, you have only twd. You nay
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return through the gate by which you entered our garden, or you
may step closer to enlightennent. Death lies in either choice;
in only one will you find resol ution.

She shivered slightly in the cool air, looking up at the
noon. The noonlight washed over her face, brushing away the
shadows trying to rest there. Qur garden? \Wose garden? And
resolution? Wat is not resolved? Her fingers crunpled the
paper, throwing it aside carelessly. She raised a foot to
step... where? Forward, backward? Her feet hesitated. She
stood paused, the cold light of the noon illum nating her |ike a
statue, all dark and pal e and shadows. She was poi sed
notionlessly at the entrance of the garden surrounded by high
stone walls and trees fading off into blackness. A face nmade of
| i ght peered fromthe blackness, focusing on her. Her face was
tilted upwards, serene and unaware.

* ko

The noon watched her carefully, seeing all. Al ways turning
slowy so as to avoid an uneven tan, the noon splashed |ight
around the solar system Bright at the surface of the earth,
that |ight was al nbst unnoticeably dimat the outer reaches far
past Neptune. |In about one-fourth of its thousands of eyes, the
noon could catch a tiny glinpse of Alice, a single figure poised

statuesque in a garden with eyes upcast - eyes that the noon
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stared back into. The noon saw other things as well; it saw the
garden surrounding Alice, and in the mdst of that garden a
figure made of light; a crunpled ball of paper suspended in
mdair; the dark street now crowded by figures peering into the
gate. The noon coul d see even nore, though. There were
t housands of shadows strolling toward that street from al
directions in a dark city. There were thousands of ghosts,
riding about on the wings of tiny night-birds, gliding silently
and effortlessly on breezes high enough to see the curve of the
hori zon marked by a silver arc of noonlight.

Al'ice stepped forward hurriedly into the garden. She didn't
even hear the rustling sounds of a crunpled ball of paper
rolling over the grass, or the hushed murnmurs of a hundred faces
peering through an archway at her, or the nuted footsteps of
count | ess beings stepping toward the darkened street outside the
garden. She was entirely focused on the garden. She swept her
eyes over the darkness. A glimrer of |ight caught her eye. It
was dark, but there was enough light to see a face; the eyes on
that face widened with the realization that it had been seen.
There was a quick flurry of novenent, enough to waft a tiny
draft of air her way, and the figure was gone. She noved
qui ckly, breaking into a little run. The open garden and its

cold noonlight faded rapidly into a sort of murky black shadow,

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 15
broken by slivers of noon and starlight. She knew she shoul d
turn back, but she was conpelled. The npbonbeans were split
dozens of ways by the branches of trees that closed over her
head. Al ways ahead of her ghosted the |ight-cloaked figure.
Now she caught a glinpse of a lighted foot, now she could see a
hand float into view on an armin m d-sw ng. She opened her
nouth, a soft and hesitant call - "Wait!" The figure seened to
hesitate m d-stride while noving. Then it picked up the pace,
vani shing into the darkness ahead. Alice ran on for a m nute,
but there was nothing. She stopped, breathing hard. She | ooked
around her, disgusted. Not hing.

Suddenly a fox was sitting in the pathway in front of her,
Its tongue lolling out to one side. "You're a bit out of your
way, aren't you?" said the fox. It tilted its head to one side
regarding her wwth curiosity fromdark eyes.

Alice stood up straight, still breathing hard. A talking
fox? She nearly pinched herself; that seened to be the thing
everyone suggested doi ng when you were uncertain as to whet her
or not you were dream ng. A sneaky thought slipped in, though,
suggesting that pinching yourself was generally painful and
poi ntl ess. \What the hell, she thought, | don't get a chance to
talk to a fox every day. She decided very firmy against

pi nchi ng herself.
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"Whose garden is this?" she asked. For sone reason, it
irritated her to see that the fox pulled away fromthe sound of
her voi ce.

"You don't have to shout, you know." The fox sniffed the
air, seeming to indicate both curiosity and dism ssal of her
poor manners in the sane sniff. "I can hear you perfectly.”
The fox turned its head sideways, nipping at sone flea or other

that was attenpting to get a free supper froma rear |eg.

"I wasn't shouting. | just want to know whose garden this
Is.” She tentatively tried on a smle, to see if it would help;
as her teeth bared, the fox bared its own. |Its teeth were |ong

and needl e-sharp, the color ranging frommlky to a sickening
dull yellow. Alice decided suddenly that she was nmuch nore
confortable without teeth being a part of this neeting. Her
sm |l e disappeared. The fox's did not.

The fox shifted unconfortably, one paw held slightly off the
| eaf -covered ground. It |ooked ready to bolt. "It's mne, and
you're a bit out of your way, yes?"

She kicked a few | eaves absent m ndedly, shuffling them about
inthe dirt with her toe. Qut of ny way? The |eaves were
di stracting her. Yellow |eaves, red | eaves, brown |eaves, dirty
| eaves - all broken and dry and making crisp little hisses as

t hey brushed agai nst each other. They all gave way before the

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 17
poi nted | eather toe of her boot. Small insects scuttled away as
their cover vani shed, and the fox licked its chops
unconsciously, still watching her.

"Stop fidgeting," said the fox. "Cearly, you' re out of
your way, and you've danmaged the grass. Just look at it." The
fox pointed a shiny black nose in the direction of the bl ades of
grass poking up anong the | eaves. There were only a m serable
few bl ades of grass here under the shade of the trees,
especially conpared to the open garden |lawn, but it was grass.

She peered down at the grass, noticing in the very dimlight
t he darker stains on a few of the bl ades where her wei ght had
bruised them "I'msorry, | didn't nean to-" Her voice
faltered as the fox drew itself up, speaking with authority.

"You neant to, alright. That's why you came charging in
here, running about and crushing everything in your way. |
suppose you'd crush me too, if | hadn't spoken to you." The fox
actually | ooked a bit sad; in the dimlight, she could see what
| ooked like a glimer of tiny tears slipping out fromthe
corners of its eyes.

"I"'msorry. It's only grass, though!™ Alice couldn't
resi st reaching a hand out to confort the fox. Her fingers

brushed soft fur. Only for a second, though. Sharp teeth

slipped into her fingers, the needl e points breaking the skin,
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sliding underneath and crushing fragile blood vessels and nerve
endi ngs. The henorrhaging veins spilled tiny drops of bl ood
into the wound, welling up onto the surface of her fingers. She
wat ched nystified as the crinson spread, conformng to every
ridge of her fingerprints - and then her fingers reflexively
jerked back in surprise. "OM Wat was that for?" she shouted,
her voice harsh in the quiet night. Somewhere, snmall aninals
crashed through brush in an attenpt to scurry away fromthe
onsl aught of sound. Alice felt distinctively enbarrassed,
al t hough she was not sure why she should. "Qops."

"Keep your fingers to yourself," snapped the fox. It eyed
her with suspicion and nore than a little hostility. Finally,
it sighed and then barked a curt "Follow ne."

She unconsciously slipped her fingers into her nouth,
sucking on them The taste of iron drifted over her tongue and
her eyes narrowed. Followit? It bit nme! She stood as she
was, facing the fox. [|'mnot noving.

The fox glared at her inpatiently. "Fine, stand there
forever for all | care. Just don't blane ne when you can't find
your way out again." The fox turned away, stalking off into the
darkness of the forest. Hi s tail disappeared into the trees.

She spun around seeking an exit, but the trees surrounded

her on all sides. There was no indication of the garden in the
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direction she thought she had cone from A small panic welled
up i nside her chest, and her breathing quickened instinctively.
Damm you, she thought, you don't have a choice now. .. should
have m nded your own business. Sone part of her was | aughi ng at
herself. Reluctantly she turned back, running a few steps in
the direction that the fox went. She breathed a sigh of relief
as the bushy tail caught her eye, and she natched her pace to
wal k beside the fox. The animal pointedly ignored her.

The trees broke into a clearing of sone sort; Alice was
uncertain as to what exactly it was. The ground was paved wth
smal | stones, each one a different shape and all interlocking
like a jigsaw puzzle. The stones glowed slightly, enough to
enabl e her to realize that she was no | onger outdoors. Above
her head, tw sted stone arches soared out of sight, nounted on
wooden columms carved with aninmals. Mst of them she
recogni zed; sone, such as the frog-like animal w th what seened
to be feathers growing fromits head, she did not. |Imediately
to her left, a wooden hawk gl ared at her. She noved cl oser,
stretching out her fingers to trace the lines marked into the
wood. Odd, but none of these lines seened to be made with
tools. As she | ooked closer, she could see that the wood
actually twisted into the shape of the hawk; there was no

evi dence of human intervention. It was as if it had been grown
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that way. She turned back hurriedly at the quiet growl of the
f ox.
"WIIl you stop gawki ng at everything and pay attention for
once?" The fox shifted fromone foot to another inpatiently.
"It is alnost tine for you to defend yourself." The fox seened
to grin slightly, sonmething she knew that foxes did not do.
Def end nysel f? she thought incredul ously, then voiced the
t hought al oud. Her voice seened to echo froma thousand pl aces
at once before fleeing up into the darkness am dst those stone
arches she could not see.
The fox nodded. "Defend yourself. You see, you've entered
nmy garden uninvited, therefore you nust defend yourself."
"How can this garden be yours?" asked Alice.
The fox scratched behind its ear. "It is m ne because | said
so."
"In that case, the garden is mne because | say so." Alice
sm | ed snugly.
"I claimed it first. 1It's mne, and now you have to defend

yoursel f," the fox repeated.

"Def end nysel f agai nst what?" Alice asked. She didn't |ike
the way that the fox was | ooking at her.

"Not agai nst anything. Just against yourself." The fox

appeared to be calmng down, sitting back on its haunches and
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staring fixedly at the center of the stove pavenent. Her eyes
followed the fox's stare; she could nmake out a circle of dark in
the stone, conposed from non-glow ng pieces of that nassive
nosai c. The whole floor resolved itself into sonmething like the
shape of a globe in the nouth of some giant creature with pointy
teeth. Alice could not hel p shuddering, even though sone
portion of her found it very pretty.

An eerie ball of light sprang into existence in the center
of the circle, floating high above their heads into md-air and
hovering there in a slow spin. She studied it curiously;
brilliant laser-thin rays of |light erupted fromits surface
occasionally, rendering bizarre tracings of light across the
clearing. A thousand hidden mrrors in the arches reflected
that light, twsting it into a shape that seened to hover in the
center of the stone circle at eye level, even as the ball of
light floated high above their heads.

The fox nade a satisfied sound deep in its throat. It
licked a paw. Alice suspected the animl was gloating. "There,

defend yoursel f," said the fox.

Yes, definitely gloating. Wat's this? She peered at the
shape of light, walking around it twice before it started to
change. She stopped in front of it as it began to resolve into

a face. She could see eyes formng, the light itself seemng to
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depress and then delineate into eyeballs. A portion faded into
total darkness to expose a cavernous nouth; other snmall parts
rushed toward her a tiny distance to expose a nose, |ips, ears.
The lips noved, filling the air with a soft, whispery voi ce.

"Why are you here?" The one whispery voice seened to
fragnent into thousands of whispery voices, each one perching
somewhere in the circle - over the curve of a stone arch here,
under the carved beak of sone tiny bird there. QOhers seened to
circle tornado-1ike around her head, an ever-fading tunble of

voi ces all endlessly whispering the sane questi on.

She spoke wi thout thinking. "I don't know "
"Bad choice." The fox's voice nmade her junp, and the nasty
smle on its face could only nean bad things to cone. "You

shoul d al ways know. "

"I was just curious -" she started to protest. Her voice

broke of f as the fox interrupted.

"Always the sane," the fox grunbl ed. m just curious!' "I
just wanted to figure out why!' "I just wanted to know..'" He
bared his teeth at her. "I do hate tourists."

The floating face spoke, the whispery voice again whirling
around her like a tiny storm "You nmust find out why, or you

will die here. You have been judged." The |ights suddenly

wi nked out all at once, that whispery voice collapsing into
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silence. Darkness rushed in to surround her and |eft her
tenporarily blinded.

"Why can't soneone just know for once?" Her recovering eyes
coul d see that the fox wore a sour expression on its face; she
could al nost snell the imaginary, invisible I enmons in the
animal's nouth, if its |ooks were any indication. The fox
turned and stal ked off into the darkness, pausing at the edge of
the stone circle. "Cone on, | won't wait for you forever." The
animal's eyes were glow ng, two dark marbl es gathering and
reflecting the dimlight with laser-like intensity.

She started to say sonething rude to the fox. She stopped
when it occurred to her that she was better off with sonme guide,
even if she didn't like that guide. She stepped obediently into
t he dar kness.

She foll owed the fox nost of the night, wal king deep into
what appeared to be a very old forest. The trees towered over
her, each one a hone for nyriad little night creatures. She
coul d hear their cries as she wal ked. The cries faded to a
nmut ed hush sonetinmes, though. The noise of her footsteps
crackling on | eaves and sticks created a sound wave that snapped
into the air and past the trees. She didn't think the |oca
creatures liked that. The fox, for its part, wal ked quietly.

The animal seened to be very famliar with the forest and kept

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 24
up a silent pace that caused the nuscles in her legs to burn in
protest. As the first dimnorning |ight broke through the
trees, the fox stopped abruptly and dropped into a curled bundle
of fur, falling fast asleep. Alice alnost tripped over the
ani mal .

She st opped and gl anced about her, seeing nothing but trees
and no indications of any particular pathway. She definitely
didn't think that she could get out of here by herself. She was
entirely too far into this garden now. Exhausted and at a | oss
for other options, she settled for collapsing next to the fox.

Sl eep overtook her quickly, its dreanl ess oblivion sweeping over

her al nbst as soon as her eyelids cl osed.
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CHAPTER 3

Alice awoke to nusic. A chaotic ensenble of notes hung
floating in the air next to her head. She opened her eyes and
sat up, brushing away | eaves that stuck to her hair and cl ot hes.
She stared dizzily at the notes orbiting her head, then swatted
them away. They tunbl ed end-over-end anong the bl ades of green-
brown grass. Her sudden novenent caused what seened to be a
smal | expl osion of feathers as dozens of little songbirds
scranbled into the air, rushing away to confortable tree
branches and scol ding her as they fled. She | ooked around
her, seei ng nothing. She was about to call for the fox, but its
voi ce behind her al nost caused her to junp out of her skin.

"Wake up!"™ The fox was definitely grinning at her. He
probably enjoys torturing nme by waki ng ne up, thought Alice.
She grinmaced at him

She stood up, though, stretching her nuscles. The small

fact that the fox was bossy didn't nean he was wong. "Ckay,
["mup."” She |ooked at the forest all around her. Qdd, she
t hought, that | amstill here. | thought this was a dream She

pi nched her armexperinmentally, and bit off an "Quch!" before it
got away. Now she renenbered why she had opted not to pinch

hersel f last night. She rubbed her armgrunpily to take the
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sting out.
"Yes, you certainly are up." The fox stal ked around her in
a circle, which began to nake her very nervous. "Have you

figured it out yet?" The animal was | ooking at her intently.
"Figured out what?" She | ooked puzzl ed; her shadow

scratched its head in bew | der ment.

"Why you're here, of course.” The fox |ooked at her
patiently, |ike she was a slow child.
“I"'m here because | followed sone footsteps here."” She

decided that the sinple truth should serve for the nonent.
"Footsteps!?" The fox actually junped up and down in place,

pounding its little feet on the ground hard enough to | eave

smal |l paw prints. "Wo follows footsteps around? Wat does a
footstep |look |ike, anyway?" |t stepped around curiously,
| ooki ng underneath each paw as it lifted them "I see

footprints, but no footsteps."”

She rolled her eyes and tried to kick the fox. She m ssed,
of course. "Fine, footprints.” She dragged the word out
sarcastically. "I followed them because they were gl ow ng."

The fox snorted, sonewhat |ike a horse, and Alice couldn't
hel p giggling. The fox frowned. "Laugh all you want, at |east
" mnot the one imagining things."

"I did see footprints!"™ She closed her nmouth abruptly as
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the shrill sound of her raised voice collided with her eardruns.
She spoke again, alnbst a whisper. "I just wanted to see what
coul d make gl owi ng footprints."

The fox raised the fur on its back. It definitely |ooked
somewhat angry. "You nust be a cat. Cats are always too
curious for their own good."

"l amnot a cat!" she shout ed.

"Yes, of course you are."” The fox | ooked her over
apprai singly, then nodded firmy. "Definitely a cat. Even your
shadow is a cat."

Bef ore her eyes, her shadow tw sted, elongating into the
graceful shape of a feline before wavering and slipping back
into a human-1i ke shape. Her nouth dropped open. "How did you
do that?"

"Do what ?"

"Change ny shadow "

The fox sighed. "I really do hate cats.” It turned its
back on her deliberately.

She ran to the fox, planting herself in front of it firmy.
"How did you do it? You have to tell ne. | won't nove until
you tell ne."

"See? Entirely too much curiosity.” The fox shook its head

at her. "I didn't do anything at all. You're a cat, like I
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said. Stop asking so many questions.”

This line of conversation was deci dedly unpl easant, so she
sinply tuned the fox out. She | ooked around her, feeling the
shadows cast by thousands of tree | eaves; tea | eaves, they
seened to be on closer inspection, which was very strange. All
around her was the scent of tea and the rustle of |eaves |ike
ghostly echoes of thousands of conversations. And everywhere
she turned, her shadow flowed into feline coils of darkness
about her feet.

The fox seemed to be leaving. The animal was wal ki ng of f
with its nose pointed in the air, sniffing nmadly. She broke
into a giggle at the sight. Her feet noved of their own accord
to follow. As she wal ked behind the fox's bushy tail, sone
darker instinct nmade her try to step on it. The fox didn't seem
to notice, but every tine her foot canme down to stonp the tail,
it slipped sideways. It was a silly game, but amusing enough to
make the tine pass faster. Before she knewit, they'd wal ked
straight into a clearing in the trees, all surrounded with
fl owners.

A woman stood in the center of the clearing, fiddling around

i n some pocket or other of her balloon-shaped dress. "Mjesty,
meet our visitor." Alice stopped trying to step on the fox's
tail, peering at the old woman. There was a small crown on her

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 29
aged head. The head itself featured a wedged face with a
pl easant |enmon frown. This was entertaining, of course, but
difficult to understand, so Alice ignored the head and | ooked at
the nose. The nose was |ong and pointy, with permanent dinples
pressed into its sides under the weight of years of spectacle-
wearing. It also seenmed to be twitched nervously, or so Alice
t hought .

"Visitors?" The nose sheltered a pair of |ips beneath it,
whi ch opened to emt a horrible screeching noise. Alice found
herself cringing. "I do adore visitors! Tell themall to cone
in, and not to step on ny roses. M grandnother planted those,
you know. She loved to plant things, was always tottering about
planting trees here and there... | renenber once there was a
tree that grew in the shape of an eggplant. An eggplant, m nd
you! Fried eggplant... Yum.. | always |loved those. Frying
things is such great fun and the oil junps about in the air so
nicely, you' d never guess it was hot. Last summer it was so hot
that | wal ked about naked... nearly scared ny nei ghbors to
death! A shane, that... all ny neighbors suddenly noved away
and | can't understand why. W always had such great fun at our
bar becues, and they snelled wonderful. Nothing like a nice
bar becue to bring out the social side...” Wile the nouth was

novi ng i nterm nably, the hands were noving also - great gnarly
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hands that seened oddly out of place on a tiny femal e body, but
hands that spoke volunes. The hands carved out huge shapes in
the air, here describing nountains, there kneadi ng dough, here
wei ghi ng i magi nary eggs, now sl ashing ferociously through the
air at vicious foes, again spelling out words on a dusty old
bl ackboard. It was truly amazi ng how vocal those hands were,
Al'ice thought, even though they said absolutely nothing at al
t hat she coul d hear

Wil e the nmouth and the hands were noving, so were the feet.
They were noving quite quickly, one wooden shoe in front of the
other, pressing little hobnail patterns into the dirt under the
great heels. Small crosses they were, one line for the future
and one for the past crossing in the now Here and there they
di sappeared under the pressure of a fox's paw centered on the
mar king. The old woman woul d not stop noving; hands, feet, eyes
darting here and there, nose sniffing the air - she was al
energy and notion. Alice was al nost dizzy at the sight. She
tried to break in. "Were am-"

Great dark eyes peered at her, the piercing gaze hiding a

gentle sparkle. It was all so paradoxical. "Wo are you?
Didn't anyone ever teach you not to interrupt? I'mtrying to
tell you a story. | used to |ove stories so. M grandnother

would tell nme so many stories. M nother, on the other hand - "
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the voice broke into a chuckle " - ny nother used to tell nme not
to tell stories.” The voice hushed, but |ost not a speck of
energy. "Did you ever hear the story about the Lost Grl and the
Fox? | like fox tails - you can nake so many things from

them .. The voice trailed off as the feet noved the ol d worman
further away, and both Alice and the fox had to break into a

little run to keep up.

The fox glared at the old woman as it trotted. "Fox tails,
i ndeed! | bet she wouldn't like it if | talked about making
things fromher hanstrings.” Alice couldn't help | aughing, then
she sobered. "Excuse ne, fox," she began, but the fox broke in.

"Maybe she would like to neet the entire famly, lots of fox
tails to be had there. Lots of teeth, too!"™ The fox bared its
own very inpressive canines - teeth that pierced flesh quite
nicely if Alice renenbered properly. She backed away
cautiously. She tried again, her voice sounding a little
stretched with nerves.

"Fox, where are we goi ng?" she asked.

The fox paused for a second, one paw lifted in the air for

all the world |like an ordinary hunting dog. Alice' s shadow

| ashed its tail inirritation at the poise of the animal - So
rude, it seened to say. "W are,"” said the fox, "going to the
ball."
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Al'i ce stopped and | ooked about her. She stood in the shade
of towering trees. No matter where she | ooked, there was
not hing nore to see about her but even nore trees, sone nosses,
little rocks and big ones - everything was tunbled together in a
junbl e nost people would ordinarily call a forest. There was no
musi ¢, no noi se except the occasional squirrel scolding her as
she passed. Not even a songbird chirped right now. There was
no clearing in sight, no space to dance. There was only nature
and a little bug that rolled itself into a sphere as she stooped
to look at it. Small gray scales covered it, each sliding under
the others to forma solid plate of arnmor over its back, and
tiny gray antennae probed the air cautiously, recoiling at her
approaching finger. She straightened, stood up, and the little
bug uncoiled, crawing hastily under a rock with a speed
rivaling that of a snail. She smled and turned to the fox.
"You nust be joking."

The fox sank its teeth into the side of her |eg, causing her
to junmp and scream and | ash out in a vicious kick that tunbled
the fox into the side of a tree. Little fragnments of bark clung
toits fur as it rolled back to its feet, shaking its head to
bani sh away the tiny stars flashing in front of its eyes.
"Joking? | never joke." The fox was indignant now, and the old

woman had stopped, peering at them both through squinty eyes
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growi ng dark w th anger

"You bit nme!" Alice accused the fox. She couldn't believe
it. This tinme, she was definitely not in the wong. She found
hersel f gearing up to give the fox a well-deserved kick. The
old woman's voi ce broke in, making both her and the fox stop in
their tracks.

"Young peopl e, always getting thenselves into fights!™ The
ol d woman sounded very grunpy; in fact, Alice thought that she
woul d not like to upset this woman any further. She could swear
that the old woman's hair was standing all on end like it was
conpel l ed by electricity. Alice's shadow was certainly
bristling; she | ooked at her shadow s tail, puffed out |ike a
cat o' nine tails, and shivered slightly at the sight. So
creepy, that shadow. She tried kicking the shadow,
experinentally, and it junped lazily away from her, | eaving her
nonentarily shadow ess. That was scarier though, and she
st epped back into her shadow before | ooking up as the old wonman
paused her rant to snap at her.

"Pay attention to nme when |I'mtalking! Fighting brings
not hi ng but trouble, broken bones and broken noses!" She
stopped for breath, smacking her lips together loudly. "M nose
used to bl eed, back when | was a kid," she confided. "You'd be

surprised at the stuff I found in there. | once lost a coin in
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nmy nose, you know..." Her voice trailed off into nmutters, and
Ali ce suppressed a snicker. So nmuch for a lecture. The fox
sinply glared, his annoyance taking in both Alice and the old
woman. Alice was beginning to think that a glare was the only
facial expression the ani mal possessed.

She was getting inpatient though, and she rai sed her voice.
"Where is the ball that we are going to? Who woul d be stupid
enough to hold a ball in this forest anyway? And where the hel
is this place? | want to go hone!" She was working herself up;
she al nost caught herself sniffling. That's not very dignified,
she told herself, and swallowed the lunp in her throat. She
pul | ed herself together, drawi ng herself up and pointing her
nose into the air. She could see fromthe corner of her eye
that her shadow was shaking in silent |aughter. It was too |late
to back down, though. She tried to glare at her shadow fromthe
corner of her eye.

The fox and the old woman spoke at the sane tine.

"Patience is a virtue!l"

Alice let out a small shout of irritation. "I amtired of
being patient! | think I should very nmuch like to go hone now,
if you don't mnd. Enough of crazy old wonen and tal ki ng foxes!
Where is the exit fromthis boring, depressing garden?”

The fox grinned at her, its red wet tongue lolling fromits
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nmout h and bobbing up and down with its breathing. Well, | guess
it actually can do nore than glare, Alice thought. The fox
finally stopped panting | ong enough to speak. He shifted his
eyes to the old wonan and back to Alice before he spoke, so
quickly that Alice alnbst mssed it. Could he be nervous?
wondered Alice. "The exit is later,” the fox said with a
definite smrk.

"Later?" Alice abruptly stopped, sitting down hard on the
firmpacked forest floor. Tears sparkled down her cheeks, each

one glinting in the sun before dropping onto the bed of | eaves

inatiny, furious splash. "I want to go hone now," she wail ed.
The old woman was there to confort her imediately. "Now,
now. Don't cry, darling. W'I|l get you out of this ness. Once

| really nessed up ny kitchen, because | dropped the knife onto

the floor and it cut the tiles. Tiles are very interesting, you

know... Some of them are even artistic - that's what they cal
nosai cs. Mdsaic, prosaic... Wiat do you know, it rhynes! M
not her al ways rhymed at ne when we were children..."” The old

woman's voi ce droned on, her energetic arns ceasel essly patting
Alice's back, each pat tossing up little notes of dust that
twirled in the sunbeans, gliding lazily on the air currents

before settling gently on the ground.

* k%
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Alice's nother rushed into the small living roomwhere Alice
sat playing with her dolls. Each doll was hand-carved, the
chi sel -bitten wood shaped so precisely that the wooden hairs on
each head were thread-thin. Her favorite doll was Evelyn, a
small doll dressed in sinple linen clothes and wearing tiny
wooden heels. The heels were black, with straps around the
carved wooden ankles and the crafting so fine that the veins
showed under the wooden skin. Her nother always |iked to tease
her, tell her that the dolls were once real people who were bad,
and that if she was bad she mght turn into one herself. Not
that she believed it, but sonetinmes she could swear that those
wooden eyes were watching her, those carved irises tracking her
novenents with [ittle animal twitches. |t was enough to nake
her shiver.

This time, there was no teasing. Her nother snatched Evel yn
from her hand, tossing the doll aside. Alice watched in stunned
silence as the doll crashed against the far wall, the flight
through the air waving the little wooden strands of hair about
the doll's face. She ignored Alice's protests. Alice didn't
t hi nk her nother even noticed. She snatched Alice up in her
arnms, running into the tiny bathroomand pressing Alice into the
bat ht ub before dragging a mattress over it.

"Stay here and be very, very quiet!" Her nother's voice was
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urgent, but nuffled through the mattress.

Alice lay very still. The silence was sudden and absol ut e,
as was the darkness. There was nothing to hear except for her
own breathing. As she lay there, her ears adjusted and she
coul d hear distant creaking sounds coming fromthe drain. The
air was warm and she could snell the dust in the mattress.,

For a nmonment, in the total darkness, she fought a rising panic
that sonme stinging insect mght crawl up the drainpipe and creep
over her skin before injecting sonme horrific poison into her
veins. The panic was only for a nonent, though. The air com ng
t hrough the drain was sonehow cool, and she could feel it
circulating the stuffy air out. Now that she'd been lying there
for a few nonents, she could vaguely make out distant nmurnurs of
voi ces, probably fromthe crowds outside.

Suddenly sonet hing shook the entire building. It was not a
gentl e shake, but rather a horrifying jolt that seenmed to |ift
t he whol e building straight up and slamit back into the ground.
Alice grunted with the inpact, alnost |osing her breath. There
wer e cracking sounds and muffled thunps as if sonething was
falling onto the mattress. The air fromthe drain blew hot for
an instant. It no longer snelled clean - there was dust and the
snell of burned things. A creeping claustrophobia began to

build in her.
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The instant she felt |ike she could take it no | onger and
was about to scream a sliver of soft yellow |light appeared
above her. The mattress was sliding away as her nother pulled
it aside. There was worry in every |line of her plaster-dusted
face, changing to relief as she realized that her daughter was
safe. As her nother's arns pulled her out of the bathtub, Alice
coul d see bl ood seeping out of a hundred tiny scratches on her
not her' s exposed arns. The bl ood shone wet black flickering to
wet red with the dance of the candles her nother had pl aced
aside on the floor. Al the lights in the house were out.
Plaster had fallen fromthe ceiling over the mattress in huge
chunks, sone of them m xed with fragnents of wood and nails.

Alice's nother carried her downstairs, clanbering over
col l apsed wal |l s and broken floors. She junped back agai nst
wal | s several tinmes as pieces of the ceiling caved in, causing
streaners of dust to pour down fromthe ceiling. Finally she
made it to the door, Alice still in her armns.

The door fell as her nother tried to push it open, provoking
an angry shout fromoutside. A man pulled hinself out from
under it, dusting hinself off and cursing at them Alice's
not her stepped out over the fallen door, still holding Alice.
The bl ood from her arns had soaked into Alice's shirt, making it

sticky. Alice closed her eyes to block out the sight.
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CHAPTER 4

The arns hol di ng her now were not bl oody. They were

decorated in speckl ed showers of hundreds of tiny age-spots.

The fl esh hung | oose on the bones and every tendon showed

t hrough sharply. Alice couldn't help renmenbering the fox's
conplaint - "How would she like it if | tal ked about meking
things fromher hamstrings?" - and for a single nonent she coul d
see in her mnd a glove of pale, dappled human skin sewn with
tendons covering the old woman's hand. She shook her head and
the image faded. | hope | don't look like that when | get old.

"Feeling any better? It never helps to throw a tantrum |If
you throw things, they mght fall back and hit you, you know.
Sonme fanous scientist said that a few hundred years ago." The
old woman was nodding wisely at Alice as she tal ked. She stood
up, releasing Alice fromthose baggy arns.

Al i ce nodded cautiously. "I think so.”" There was a cool
breeze drifting underneath the trees, dodgi ng branches here and
t here, and sonething about the crisp coolness of the air cleared
her head. She could snell the citrus scent of evergreen
sonmewhere, but all around her fluttered red-gol d-brown |eaves
falling down. Sone held on, still trying to suck the last bit

of life fromthe branches before their grips would weaken, their
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stens give way. Alice smled at the | eaves. She coul d imagi ne
themafraid to drop down in a dizzy little whirlwind into the
mur Ky depths of the green-brown ocean they had feared all their
lives. There was nuch beauty in this place. She stood up
sl ow vy.

"How far is the ball from here?" she asked, eying the fox
cautiously. She had no interest in naking the animl think she
was chal l enging it again.

"The ball isn't far at all,"” the old woman sm |l ed sweetly.
"Balls are such wonderful affairs, you know. Especially
basketball. | used to play that." She chuckled nerrily.

"Don't think these old bones couldn't do it. My husband and I

went to a ball once, before he died, bless his soul."” Her face
darkened for an instant. "Sonetinmes | wondered if he had any.
Can't abide a rug, you know." The light returned to her face

and she smled again. "You nust stop in at ny house sonetine.
have a gorgeous Persian on the floor. Al wood it is - the
floor, I nmean. Built it nyself, | did! Smacked ny thunbs
sonething awful, too. No wonder | have arthritis. Probably
smashed ny joints to powder..." Her voice trailed off as she
mar ched briskly away into the woods. Even the fox had to
scranble in order not to be left behind. Apparently age had

done nothing to danpen her nobility. |If I amhalf so agile at
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her age, thought Alice, I wll consider nyself very |ucky
I ndeed.
They wal ked on through the forest. It seenmed endl ess, just

one tree after another in a great, randomness. Once in a
whil e, thorny patches of brush barred the way. Agnes didn't
seem aware of them at |east, she didn't step a single footstep
out of the way, sinply smashing through the tangles. Alice soon
found herself swearing every tine she saw one in the distance;
she spent her tinme between patches renoving the thorns from her
skin. She anused herself by blinking, and watching between each
blink her blood welling up in the thorn scratches. It was
somewhat stroboscopic, |ike dancing in a club or watching the
ancient filnms she'd seen once where staticky bl ack-and-white
ants warred over the picture and the rag-doll actors marched
about between breaks for the blackboard bearing a nessage -

LI TTLE DOES OUR DEAR HERO NE KNOW MR, HUDSON | S A VAMPI RE!' The
journey dissolved into blood drops, blinks of an eye, flashes of
novenent. She stopped thinking, just mndlessly placing one
foot in front of the other, feeling the shock of her foot

i npacting the ground and the shockwave vi brating through her
body. It set a rhythmfor a sort of nmcabre, bloody dance that
she | ost herself in.

As the sun began to set, Alice found herself starved and
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sl eepy. She had always been - at the l|east - grunpy, under
those conditions. Now was no different. She began | ooking for
any opportunity to trip up the fox, out of spite. Just
different little tricks, like a rock kicked ahead with her foot,

"accidentally,” to slip under the fox's foot just as it stepped
down to send it tunbling head over heels or a branch bent
forward as she passed and rel eased with perfect timng to whip
back into the fox's face - anything of the sort to nake up for
her grow ng disconfort.

The sun was al nost conpletely bel ow the horizon and they
were still walking. |I've had quite enough of this, Alice
t hought, and opened her nouth to set her tornentors straight.
The instant her lips parted, the old woman cal |l ed out.

"Good enough for now"

Alice closed her lips abruptly. |[If she hadn't known it was
i rpossi bl e, she could have sworn that the old wonan was readi ng
her thoughts and using the information to play tricks on her.
She frowned. "It's about tine," she said. The fox sinply
gl ared at her.

The ol d wonan puttered about, finding just enough light to
gather a few shriveled, gray sticks and set a small fire. She

put Alice to work collecting |arger sticks. Not even the fox

escaped. Alice was quite happy to see it scooting backwards
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into the clearing, dragging a log bigger than itself with its
teeth. Good for sonmething after all, Alice thought, grinding
her teeth. She wi shed that the fox would drop a log on itself.
She filled her arms with sticks and tossed theminto the grow ng
woodpi |l e. She started to sit down, but a sharp | ook fromthe
ol d woman nade her decide that she wanted to get nore sticks
i nst ead.

A hal f-hour later, the fire was blazing brightly. Alice
| ooked around hopeful ly, but there was no sign of food. She
curled up next to a tree. The old woman was nendi ng sonet hi ng
with a needle and thread she'd dug from her vol um nous dress,
and the fox was pacing back and forth. Alice closed her eyes,
yawni ng. Just need a mnute to rest...

ok

Alice was standing on the edge of an ocean. Cold winter air
cut through her clothes as if they weren't there. It was clear
air, though, easy to breathe and carrying a faint sense of salt
to her nostrils as she inhaled. It was not unpleasant. The sun
was |low in the crystal -blue sky, a pale yell ow hem sphere
peering up over the edge of the strangely cal msea. The surface
of the water seenmed al nost gelled, the waves were so sl uggish;
the green-blue bl anket barely rippled under that wnd. Alice

di pped a finger into that water and it went nunb al nost
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instantly in a small explosion of pain. The water was sl ushy
with ice. That's why the sea is so snooth, she realized. She
stuck her finger in her nmouth to warmit up. So cold.

Her small fighter, nothing nore than a wedge, really, was
smashed over the rocks that covered the beach. Sone of those
rocks were crusted with icy snow. Even the smaller pebbles were
frozen, little round spheres worn snooth by the sea. They m ght
have | ooked snooth, but they carried needl e-sharp burdens of
iciness to torment the nerves in her skin. She |ooked at her
feet. | nust find sonme shoes. She went into self-preservation
node as she had been trained, turned her attention inland.

A handful of houses |ined the seashore. Aside from
scranbl ed bits of weckage still snoldering here and there,
there was nothing el se. Not even a dead tree or a few scraggly
bushes. She stepped toward the cl osest house, then gasped as
she punched ankl e-deep into the snow |lying over the ground. The
silence was eerie; not a single voice whispered anywhere, nearby
or in the distance. She shivered and nade her way to the
cl osest house. It was a sinple board-sided affair with a rusted
tin roof. She stepped up to the door and knocked on the hard,
pal e wood. The cold nmade t he knocki ng sting her knuckles nore
t han she expected; they reddened, and she shook her hands to

clear the tingling away.
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Echoes of the knock sounded through the house, bouncing back
on the other side of the door. She waited a nonent, shivering,
t hen knocked again. Nothing but the echoes. She tried the door
handl e.

The door swung open freely, and she stepped inside
cautiously, peering around in the darkness. The sun behind her
provi ded a few di smal beans of |ight; the effect was nore
depressing than useful. The silence was nore than depressing;
it was outright oppressive.

"Hell 0? Anyone here?" She could see the steam of her
breath. Qut of curiosity, she breathed deeper, held her breath,
then breathed out. The steam was al nost snoke-thick, nmaking her
feel like a dragon. She couldn't help grinning at the thought,
despite the creepiness of the place. It nade her feel powerful.

The only sound that responded was the house, creaking its
wal l's and floors with the cold. She was standing in a hallway,
a living roomwas off to her right and a kitchen strai ght ahead.
In the kitchen, she found sone stairs, which led to a single
bedroom Nobody was hone, she determ ned after a quick search
of the rest of the house. She went back to the bedroom Al of
the drawers were enpty, but there was a closet, which she
opened. It was stuffed with clothes.

Finally, some good fortune, she thought. She found sone
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fur-lined boots, slipped themonto her feet. Oddly enough, they
fit perfectly. She found an old winter coat as well, and sone
gl oves, which she pulled on gratefully. Rubbing her hands
toget her briskly, gloves and all, she took a deep breath as she
felt some warnth creep back into her

She went back outside, searching the other three houses.
She found nothing other than nore clothes and a bit of bread in
a cupboard in one of them She took it. As she wal ked between
t he houses, every step left a footprint broken through a crust
of icy snow, and when she was done, she could see her footprints
| oopi ng around each house, and | eading back to the sea. As her
eyes touched the waves, a flash in her peripheral vision turned
into a flare that grew brighter and brighter. She couldn't help
a small cry of pain, covered her eyes with her hands.

As the gl are subsided, she cautiously peeked out between her
fingers. In the distance over the sea, she could see a bright
bl oom of flame growing into a pillar, then an expandi ng cl oud.
It took her only a second to realize that she was seeing the
si gnature nushroom cl oud of a very large explosion. As she
wat ched, others bloomed in the distance, all so far away that
not even a runble of the expl osions reached her. For sone
reason, she opened and cl osed her fingers. The clouds bl ooned

in flashes, |ike the dancing bodies in a strobe-lit nightclub.
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Smal | dots appeared on the horizon of the sea, grow ng
| arger as she watched. In a few nonents, she coul d make out
boats of sone sort, all heading straight for her. She strode
out onto the sand, to the very edge of the water. She felt no
fear, only curiosity.

As the boats grew nearer, she could see flags whi pping on
the wind, but no flags that she recognized. Al were bl ack,
with a red rose on them and the boats were full of soldiers
clad in black. The boats slid right up onto the beach,
crunchi ng sand under their weight, spilling out waves of bl ack-
uni formed nmen. The arny storned past her, past the abandoned
houses and further inland in a flood. She could nake out sone
notori zed vehicles of sone sort rolling onto the beach anongst
t he foot soldiers.

Sonething in the back of her mnd was scream ng at her.
Bad timng! She was turning back to the houses when a blowto
her back sent her stunbling face-first onto the ground. She
coul d see nothing, then black boots stepped into view, halting
i nches from her nose.

"Get up." The tone was unm stakably that of an order. She
conpl i ed.

The sol dier's hel net obscured his face, and two others

trai ned weapons of sonme sort on her. Geat. She | ooked past
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into the water. For an instant, a clawed tentacle broke the
slushy surface. She tensed inperceptibly.

"What do you want ?" she asked the soldier. He appeared to
be a captain, if the way that the others watched hi mwas any
i ndication. They seenmed to be awaiting orders and trying to
wat ch her at the sane tine.

"You are a prisoner,"” the captain said matter-of-factly.
"You will cone with us.”

"This is a dangerous area," Alice replied.

"The only danger here,"” said the captain, "is to you, if you
refuse to conply.”

Alice hesitated only a second, then | eaped into the captain,
wr appi ng arns and | egs around himlike a human net, and knocked
himinto the water. They both convul sed involuntarily for a
second at the touch of the cold. Purple flashes cut through the
wat er behind her as the other two soldiers fired their weapons,
| eaving hissing trails of boiling water battling the cold of the
ocean only for an instant before dying. The captain groped
about with one hand for her throat, the other for a weapon of
sone sort. Alice had only time to flinch backwards in the
water, noving in the slow notion that the water enforced, before

the captain bl ossoned sharp claws fromhis chest. Tentacles

behi nd hi m w apped around his neck as others slammed into his
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| egs. Bl ood punped into the water, a dark purplish cloud that
dissipated. Alice turned in the nurkiness of the water,
swi mm ng al ong the shore as quickly as she could, rather than to
t he beach. She swamall the faster for know ng that she would
not survive long in water so col d.

Behi nd her, the weapons runbl ed, sending those purple
flashes cutting into the water. One cut through the trapped
captain, cutting through a tentacle into the beast behind it.
The soldiers fired faster, blindly, enraged by their captain's
death. Alice swamfaster, staying under the water as nuch as
she coul d despite the cold and watching for nore of the
tentacled creatures. Not that she had any plans for defending
hersel f if she encountered one. She didn't think that anything
she could plan would make a difference. She thought she saw a
cl awed tentacle out of the corner of her eye once, but if it was
a creature, it was ignoring her

When she enmerged onto the beach, the soldiers were stil
firing, little dots far off sending tiny purple specks into the
water. They seenmed to be obsessed with avenging their captain's
death on the horror. She |ooked around her. The houses were
far off now. Some rocky outcroppings neandered |i ke dunes
bet ween her and the landing site, providing her wwth sone cover.

Alittle farther down the beach, she spotted a | ow bl ack

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 51

building lying inland only a few steps fromthe beach, barely
vi si bl e above the snow. She ran toward it.

The door was | ocked, but there was a keypad on the side
whi ch opened it quickly enough when she punched in the code:
11111. She wasn't worried, though. The keys had scanned her
fingertips before accepting the code, so unless soneone had cut
off her hands, it was still secure. She stepped inside. There
was barely enough light for her to see, but she could nmake out a
shape in the dark. Her tank. She smled. Good to see that
not hi ng had changed. She ran a hand al ong the bl ack wedge shape
before clinbing up onto it. The hatch opened for her hand
print, so she clinbed inside. She sealed the hatch above her.

There were no wi ndows. Her seat faced a flat panel that
curved down underneath her hands into a sort of control panel.
She | ooked at the part under her hands; a section of the flat
panel bore the word "Power", and her fingers barely brushed the
surface before the entire panel |it up. Navigation, power,
weapons, conmunications - and in front of her, a video display
of the world outside the tank. She touched the indicator for
"forward,"” and was relieved when the tank actually noved. It
had been a long tine since she'd stashed it in the kennel.

The bl ack wedge sliced through the door of the building,

pl owi ng through the snow as if it were nothing. She didn't
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hesitate, driving straight into the ocean. The vehicle slipped
into the water noiselessly to sink just bel ow the surface before
it stabilized. Through the screen, she could make out water
| appi ng over the surface in little slushy ripples. She could
still see the explosions off in the distance, but filtered
through the icy water |ike an inpressionist painting. She chose
a direction facing away fromthem Full throttle sent the wedge
slicing through the ocean as easily as it had through the snow.

The evening found her noving across the ocean; the ongoing
expl osions were alnost invisible in the distance now Just
little dots of flane, really. As the anem c sun slipped bel ow
the horizon, a stormblew up. Rain whipped the surface of the
wat er just above her. The tank projected a beamof |ight into
the water, but the stormand the sea nade it a small yell ow sh
gl ow around the tank that didn't really show nmuch. Just a
yel |l owi sh glow in black water, broken up by rain and waves. She
could hardly see anything. It was just as well; if there were
creatures nore dangerous than those tentacled things in these
seas - and she was sure that there were - she didn't want to
know.

When she was nearly falling asleep from boredom and
nonot ony, sonething flashing in her peripheral vision caught her

attention. It was only a few m nutes nore before she could nake
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out the lights of a city under the waves. An odd sort of relief
settled over her. | don't know how nuch nore | coul d' ve taken,
she thought, the corner of her nouth twitching with sone
anmusenent at her exhaustion. She yawned, and cl osed her eyes
for just a nonent, rubbing themw th her hands in defiance of
everyt hing her elders had ever told her.

"Wake up!" Shake..shake..shake... Alice just grunbled
sonet hing, but there was sonething poking her ribs. It wasn't
very confortabl e.

Alice tried to open her eyes, but only one cooperated. It
took her a few nonents to get themboth to open. She was |ying
on her back, staring up at the sky through a canopy of | eaves.
The norning sun was just com ng up, naking each individual | eaf
shine with a halo of golden sunlight. She yawned and rubbed her
eyes sleepily. Sone footsteps crunching grass and a toe prodded
into her side experinentally rem nded her that she was not
al one. She groaned. To head off another kick, she junped to
her feet. She swayed slightly as her blood worked to filter out
the last of the nelatonin. Her head was still stuffy. A finger
poked her back.

"Damm it, |I'm awake al ready!" she said, stonping a foot on

the ground irritably. She spun around, fists sw nging blindly.
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The ol d wonman was recoiling, a shocked | ook on her face as she
stared at Alice.
“"Now, there, dearie. Don't be grunpy. |It's far too

beautiful a day and you're too beautiful a girl to go | ooking

like a rabid squirrel. | remenber days |like this when | was
your age, you know. | had such beautiful skin back then, not
these gnarly old hands.”™ The old woman's hands fluttered in the

air like pigeons as she babbl ed away.

Alice sighed. "Wat's your nanme, old woman?"

"*add? O.D? Wo're you calling old? You' re the ol dest one
here.” The old | ady | ooked i ndignant.

Alice just felt baffled? I|'mthe ol dest one? She decided
to play along. "Fine, you' re not old. Wat's your nane?"

The old woman smled a beatific smle. "My nane is Agnes."
For a second, Alice could have sworn the old woman wore a hal o,
but the sun beam ng around her hair was beam ng around the
| eaves as well. This norning, everything wore a halo.

Somret hi ng seenmed mssing to Alice. She | ooked around,
seeing nothing but the clearing and the bl ackened earth where
the fire had been. Food, that's what I'm m ssing. Her stomach
runbl ed, the sound seenming to echo fromnearby trees. That had

to be an illusion, though. Nobody's stomach could grunble that

| oudl y.
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"Do we have any food?" Alice tried to |ook pleasant and
hunbl e, but it was hard to do. Particularly the part about
| ooki ng pl easant, since she could still feel where sticks and
rocks had nestled in the skin of her back all night. No matter
what way she noved, sonething hurt. Her stomach was nore
i nportant than her disconfort right now, though.

"Food?" Agnes | ooked around her, then funbled through that

huge dress. "I'msure | had sonething here sonewhere... Let ne
see now." From sonme pocket hidden in one fold or another, she
produced a piece of bread. "Eat this. Bread is good for you,

you know. Wen you need food, nothing Iike it. And nothing

i ke kneading it to nake you need it. Hard work, that. |
remenber once letting Bernard knead bread for ne. He was crying
on the floor inside of an hour, and his arns were sore for a
week." She turned and | ooked directly at Alice. "Bernard was ny
husband. Like | said, sonetines | wondered if he had any." She

wore that dark | ook again, but she passed Alice the bread

anyway. "Hurry up, child. W should be on our way."

First I'mthe ol dest one here and now... "Ch, so I'ma
child now, amI?" It was hard to sound sarcastic when your
mouth was full of food. It cane out sonething |ike, "Mn sho

nmmashyul | dnowanee?” Predictably, this produced nothing but a

snorting |augh from Agnes.
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"You sound |i ke you have a cold. | had a cold once, you
know. Took ne a week to get over it. A week is just |ong
enough for a vacation. Had sone wonderful tinmes at the beach..
You shoul d've been there. Nothing |like warm ocean water to take
the ache out of your joints. Sunshine, too! ©Ch, you should
never | ook directly at the sun..."” The old wonan's voi ce shrank

to a distant nmurnmur as she wal ked off into the forest.
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CHAPTER 5

Alice followed the old woman, trying to wal k qui ckly and
breathe at the same tine as stuffing chunks of bread into her
nmouth. It didn't work very well; chew, breathe, or walk, it was
hard to do all of themat the same tine. Abruptly she froze,
one foot nmonmentarily hanging in mdair. The fox is m ssing.
She felt both relief and alarm- relief because the sense of
m ssi ng had been resolved, but an odd disquiet that the fox was
away. She sighed, her eyes dropping to the ground in front of
her. The norning sun behind her cast her shadow out before her;
the feline shape of shade | ashed a tail indecisively as she
wat ched, fasci nated.

They wal ked for what felt |ike an hour. The forest seened
to be changing. The trees were further apart, but taller and
bi gger here. It seened to be an ol der part of the forest.
There was to a stream running anong the trees, and it wasn't
| ong before Agnes stopped. "Tine for a drink," she said. She
bent over, and Alice couldn't help |aughing at the sight. She'd
seen wooden garden decorations that resenbled this sight; it was
typically an old wonman bendi ng over so that only her bottom was
visible. Agnes' bottomwas huge indeed. It blocked a

significant anount of Alice's view past the stream
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Ali ce shook her head, smling as she wal ked around the old
wonman. She knelt at the edge of the stream tossing water over
her face and drinking sone. She w ped her dripping face on her
sleeve. A flash of notion in the water caught her attention and
she found herself tensing. [It's just a mnnow, she thought.
She wasn't sure why she felt so uneasy.

She studied her reflection. Her hair was nmessy now, too
much wi nd and sl eeping outdoors for it to be straight any
| onger. She was going to pay when it cane tinme to brush those
tangl es out. The thought nade her wi nce, and the w nce
reflected in the water made her |augh w thout nuch hunor. She
was about to stand when another face joined hers in the mrror
of the streamis surface. This face was vul pi ne, the eyes
st udyi ng her.

"So, you're back," said Alice. She stood, turning to the
f ox.

"Of course. | can't think of better entertainnent than
wat chi ng you stunbling around here naking a fool of yourself."
The animal was definitely smrking, staring up at her with its
tongue hangi ng out and a m schievous look in its eyes. " Corme,
it's tinme to go." The fox scratched an ear with its hind |eg,
t hen shook its head before standing.

Agnes wat ched t hem wal k up. "Ch, a fox! How cute," she
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said. "I don't think I've ever seen a real live fox before!
Mostly the ones in zoos and the ones in picture books. | |ike
picture, you know. Especially if they involve el ephants.
need to | ose weight," she babbl ed.

The fox rolled its eyes, which Alice found interesting.
"She can have a short nmenory at tines,” it said. "Your nmgjesty,
stop playing around. W have a ball to attend.”

Agnes picked the fox up, cradling it in her arnms |like a
baby. "So cute, with a big bushy tail. | used to have a cat
t hat | ooked sonething |ike you. Curious aninmal, that cat.
Al ways poking around in ny herb garden. | was never sure if
there were mce in ny garden, or if it was just the turnips.
think I'l'l call you Ray." The torrent of words continued. Ray

fixed Alice with a warning glare. "Pick ne up," the fox seened
to say, "and feel ny teeth." The seriousness of warning was
tenpered by the fact that it was an upsi de-down glare and the
fox's paws were pointing into the air. Overall, Ray |ooked
pretty harm ess being held like an infant in Agnes' arms. It is
hard, thought Alice, to take seriously anything that |ooks Iike
t hat .

The fox seened to read her mnd. "One single word about

this, and you will regret it," it growed in neasured tones.

Al'ice managed to | ook quite innocent. Agnes didn't seemto have
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noti ced; she was babbling to herself happily.

They wal ked through the stream feet splashing in the water.
The bottom of the stream was oddly adhesive; Alice didn't slip
once, despite the snooth, al gae-covered appearance of the rocks
beneath the water. Agnes was still carrying Ray while Alice
trailed behind. No sense getting in the old lady's field of
view, it was only going to get the chattering started again.

The fox was obviously very unhappy. Wen Agnes finally
managed to be distracted by sonme nbss growing on an old, fallen
tree, the fox did not wait to be put down. He |eaped from her
arms, sailing high through the air in his hurry to get away.

H's leap landed in a tunble that turned into a rolling ball; the
bal | smashed directly into a rough-ridged tree trunk. Alice
barely suppressed a snicker, managing to turn it into a cough

I nstead. Agnes | ooked at her sharply.

“"Are you alright? | have some herbs for coughs, you know.
wn't do to have you being sick on us, will it?" Agnes was
al ready rumragi ng t hrough her dress again.

“I"'mfine, really!™ The last thing Alice wanted was to be
stuffed full of gods-only-knew what sorts of plants by soneone
she barely knew. That seened to be even nore risky than taking
candy from strangers. Cone to think of it, she suddenly

realized, | have no idea what that bread was nade of. The
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t hought was not very conforting.

Agnes seened to have accepted her self-eval uation, though.
“If you're sure, dear. Once | had a cough, you know. Coughed
so loud that | knocked pots and pans off the shelves over ny
stove. Made a godawful racket. | was good at tennis when | was
a child, you know Onh yes, | actually was a child, believe it
or not. M nother was very stern. She liked to cook eggplant!”

Alice tuned her out. The stream neandered al ong under the
thinning trees, and the water grew warnmer as they wal ked further
down its bed. A warm breeze snelling of pine needles floated
around her head. The scent was pleasant, but after a while it
made her slightly dizzy for sonme reason. Ray was stal king al ong
ahead with his bushy tail trailing through the water, the fur
darker where it had absorbed sone of the liquid. Every few
steps, the fox stopped, twitching his tail irritably. Finally,
he bounded ahead of Agnes, turned around, and planted hinself
square in her way. "I think, your majesty, that we should wal k
on the ground and not in the water."

Nobody expected Agnes to say anything, but the old wonman
never even stopped wal king. Her hobnail ed boot |eft a cross-
shaped inprint in the fur on Ray's chest when she kicked him
clear out of her way, nuch like a football. He flipped over

backwards, splashing into the water in the nost ungraceful way
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possi ble. For a second, Alice was too shocked to react. Only
for a second, though. A smrk crossed her face.

"I npatient, Ray?" Alice |ooked as innocent as possible.

Agnes seened to blink twice. "Ch my. | didn't nean to kick
you, Ray. | thought you were a sunflower. They al ways pl ant
thenmsel ves in front of you and stare at you with that evil
expression. You think they're so innocent, ha! Just let one
catch you when you turn your back." She shook her head
om nously. "Treacherous things."

"Sunflower!? | ama FOX!'" Ray didn't hesitate before
| aunching hinself at the old woman's throat with a roar. Agnes
was surprisingly |inber for an old woman, though. She barely
seened to nove, pivoting snmoothly out of his way. Al the
effort earned Ray was anot her soaking tunble into the stream
and a bigger smrk fromAlice.

Alice's smrk faded away, though. Agnes |ooked at her face
and started to say sonething, but suddenly her face illum nated
wi t h understandi ng and for once the old woman was speechl ess.
She turned around slowy, staring with Alice. Ray was a bit
sl ower, though. He picked hinself up and gathered for another
| eap at Agnes. He seened to stop in md-air, his grand assault
ending in alane little hop as he joined the other two in

staring.
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The three of them stood frozen in the stream nouths hangi ng
open. The fox had one paw rai sed. Agnhes was reaching for
sonething in that tent she called a dress, but those old hands
were quite still. Sunlight played through the roof of trees,
| eavi ng smal | dancing spots of light on the ground to play with
the shivering shadows of tree | eaves. Only the shadows noved;
the Alice-shadow | ashed its tail. Each brush of that tai
knocked the | eaf-shadows aside, leaving themto flutter lazily
in their two-dinensional reality before settling down again.

Al three and their shadows stood before a pool in the
stream It was a fairly small pool, just a place where the
water gurgled into a hollow spot in the stream bed and nade a
smal |l mrror-snmooth basin. Now that she | ooked closer, Alice
coul d see that the pool was deep; so deep that even in the
sunlight it |ooked black. Only a sharp eye would notice the
wat erl ogged twi gs and | eaves sliding under the surface, sucked
down by a deep undercurrent that ran like a tube through the
pool to the other side. Al three had sharp eyes, but the tw gs
and | eaves were not what caught their attention.

The water in the very center of the pool was piling up on
itself - deep, silty water, gurgling up fromthe bottom of the
pool . There was no other way to descri be what the water was

doing; it was sinply rippling up into a colum, |ayer upon |ayer
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like a thick chocol ate sauce that grew faster than it coul d
spread out under gravity's pull. Smaller colums - tendrils,
even - of the water ran out sideways, form ng smaller hanging
branches of water that split off yet again. The water at the
base no | onger rippled; instead, veins of dark nud thickened in
it, and a crust of dried dirt grew up fromthe the water as they
wat ched. The hangi ng branches flowed into nassive arnms; a gi ant
head appeared on the top of that nmassive columm, its base
splitting into huge | egs that sonehow did not slip beneath the
surface of the water. The creature stretched even before the
skin of dirt covered its watery body conpl etely, opening eyes
made of clear, blue sheets of water flowng |ike waterfalls over
clay spheres. It breathed. Alice could feel the air around her
sucked in to the colossal lungs, a small whine filling her ears
at the force of the air being conpressed into its flattened
nose. For sone reason, Alice junped when the thing, whatever it
was, blinked - a thin filmof nud slid over the waterfall, then
rinsed clear. To Alice, it |ooked nore |ike throwi ng away an
eyelid, but it was obviously a blink. She didn't expect a huge
creature made of nud and water to blink, although she couldn't
think of any reason why it shouldn't. The fur on her shadow s
back stood up, the outline floating spiky over the surface of

the water. A faint nenory of clawed tentacles scratched the
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back of her m nd, echoing those spikes, but she quickly
dismssed it. A mnnow | eaped through her shadow and fell back
toward the water on its side. Her shadow flashed out a cl awed,
t wo- di nensi onal paw. The m nnow was in five pieces before it
touched the water, cut so cleanly that Alice only noticed after
the pool swallowed it and the water broke the sticky seal of
| eaking fluids that held the small cylindrical sections of fish
and bone together. She shuddered. | think the shadow deserves
nore respect, she deci ded.

The novenent attracted the nud-creature's attention. |t
turned to her, stepping forward nuch nore rapidly than Alice
t hought anything that |arge should nove. She let out a small
shriek before she could think of howto react. The creature was
as tall as she was, but several tines thicker. the nud on the
surface of its body had dried to form great parched sections of
dirt that rem nded her of an arnadillo's scales. She took a
step backward, flashing a glance at Agnes in a wordl ess request
for help. The creature's oddly liquid eyes focused on her.

Geat, it sees ne. That's just what | needed. Not really
knowi ng what el se to do, she stood her ground. Per haps not the
smartest thing to do - but she refused to be cowed by a dirty
puddl e creature.

Not three steps away, the creature stopped in front of her.
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It made odd little cracking sounds and the clay scales on its

chest rippled with every breath that it took. It |ooked her up

and down, and then Agnes and Ray in turn. "You' re contam nating
nmy pool," it said, addressing themin a voice that took them al
in. It was a perfectly snooth voice, |ike water flow ng over

fl ood-worn stone.

Alice's eyes wi dened. "You...you can talk." She bl ushed
slightly. That was a particularly dunb thing to say. Still
what el se does one say to a nud giant? She nouthed along with
the creature's reply - it was too predictable.

"You don't say. | wonder how you ever discovered that."
At | east, thought Alice, it understands sarcasm The creature
tilted its head, and little chunks of dirt plopped into the
wat er as they broke fromits skin, nmaking tiny little splashes
that hung in the air before falling back and sendi nhg up even
tinier splashes that went unnoticed. "You' re nocking ne, aren't
you." Its face took on an angry cast sonehow, although it was
hard to say what exactly changed.

Alice fol ded her hands together and stood at a polite sort
of attention. Wth a creature that size, she would not take a
chance that she mght offend it. "lI'msorry, but you have to
admt that your response to ny surprise was predictable.” She

t hought even her nother would have been proud of her. That nade
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her smle wyly.

The corners of the nmud thing's nouth crooked up in a smile.
It seened to be feeling less tense. "Agreed," it runbled. "Wat
are you?"

"Don't you nmean who am | ?" asked Alice.

"No, what are you? 1've never seen anything as skinny and
hairl ess as you and the other one. A fox |I've seen before,
t hough. You nust get cold often.”

Alice |aughed. "As a matter of fact, | do. It's easily
sol ved t hough, just have to bundle up." She glanced up at the
sky. "It isn't cold now, though." She stopped, then renenbered
the question. "Oh, I'mum..Il'ma human, of course. Wat about
you? It's only fair that you'd tell ne what you are, you know. "

"Human?" The way the creature pronounced the word, it seened

to be tasting it; it certainly said the word in a bizarre

accent, like it was the first tinme saying it. "It sounds |ike a
food of sorts - no, don't junp like that, | didn't nmean that |
think you actually are food. It just has that nmushy sort of
sound, like a nice clunp of floating algae.” The creature

di pped a hand into the water, scooping up a floating bl ue-green
mass and chonping on it for enphasis. The water left trails of
wet bl ack nud down its parched dirt-gray skin, but it quickly

evaporated to | eave the skin a nice, dusty gray. Alice shook
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her head in anusenment. This was certainly an odd creature. It
t ook anot her nout hful of al gae, then continued.

"My race has always called itself jel been, but that woul dn't
really mean nmuch to you. You can call nme whatever you |ike."

Alice thought about that for a second. "Don't you have a
nane?" she asked.

The creature chuckl ed, sending out vibrations that rocked
the water in the pool so that it splashed up onto the banks. A
smal | band of little mce were forced to scurry away in a panic
at the possibility of being drowned. The chief nouse didn't
think that there was enough water to drown anyone, but he
decided that it was better to be safe than sorry. He'd read
once that sone creatures deliberately went into the water, but
he could think of no good reason for any sel f-respecting nouse
to be there, and he didn't |like the |ooks of the giants in the
wat er. The gods nust be particularly upset today, he thought,
as he scranbled along with the others back into the hidden nest
under the roots of the old oak. He paused to |isten behind him
At least the giants aren't chasing ne. He wal ked on. Behind
him a small trail of water droplets nmarked the path. Alice
ignored the little rustle in the bushes, focusing on the jelbeen.

"A nane?" said the creature with a laugh. "You do realize

that a nane is only useful when there are others to call you by
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that nanme, don't you?"

"So you're the only one?" Alice asked.

"You do ask a lot of questions, don't you," Agnes put in.
She sniled diplomatically at both of them "Leave the jel been
alone. W have a ball to goto. It will be delightful, |ots of
things to snack on. M favorite snack is apple pudding, you
know. Just have to watch out for those apples when you' re out
wal king. Nothing like an apple in the noggin to spoil a nice
autum afternoon.” She was tugging at Alice's arminsistently.

The j el been spoke up. "Wait! A ball?"

Al'i ce nodded. "Apparently, we're going to a ball."

"I't's not any of his business," Agnes hissed.

"Why can't he know about the ball?" Alice was indignant.
It didn't seemfair that anyone shoul d be excluded; as bizarre
as this place was, she couldn't see any reason why the jel been -
huge, nuddy, and dripping wet as it was - would stand out.
"Besi des," she added, "you already nmentioned it out |oud."

"Exactly! You do realize," said the jel been, "that | can

hear you.” It smled patiently.
Agnes sighed. "Fine." She turned to the jelbeen, and her
voi ce took on a nockingly formal tone. " Do you want to cone to

the ball ?" she asked with a stiff little bow.

Alice could al nost see the gears spinning in the jel been's
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watery brain. This was no sinple creature, Alice decided. She
made a bet with herself in her mnd that the creature would
agree to spite the old wonman, if for no other reason. Her
shadow stretched out |azily, one paw crossed over the other.
She coul d al nost hear it purring. She forced herself to | ook
away. That shadow wasn't very conforting.

The j el been's voice canme out in a parody of chivalrous
oratory. "I would be delighted to accept your invitation, ny
lady." | wn, thought Alice.

Agnes's nout h opened, and her eyebrows tightened, but al

that canme out was a single "Hunph!"
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CHAPTER 6

They made an odd group, traveling through the forest - an
old woman and a young one, a pond-nonster and a fox. Each
formed the point of a dianond with the old woman | eadi ng and t he
fox trailing behind; the whole ensenble noved slowy in a group
underneath the shortening trees. The forest seened to be
shrinking, or nmaybe they were growing. Alice couldn't be sure.
Several tinmes. she got the sense that she was bei ng watched, but
there was never anything there when she turned around.

Once they passed an old oak with great, gnarly roots that
stuck out above the ground. There was a pile of dirt that had
been dug out from beneath one that Alice al nost tripped over.
Wi |l e she was rubbing her | eg and getting ready to stand up, she
was saddened to spot the corpses of several mce and pieces of
several others. For sone reason, the fox was the only one who
woul d not | ook at the tiny corpses. Everyone el se seened a
little disturbed, except for Agnhes. The old woman was
phi | osophi cal .

"Things are born, things die. M husband, he died. The old
fool would never listen to ne. You' d think he'd have realized
by the end that | was smarter than he was, and maybe that he'd

have grown - ah, never mnd. W nust be off; the ball will not
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wai t forever."

The ol d woman nmarched purposefully away, heading al ong the
stream A few tines, she headed nore directly into the forest -
but only a fewtinmes. The jelbeen insisted on being watered or
getting his handful of algae so nmany tinmes that even Alice's
shadow was getting annoyed. It was certainly too frequent for
themto stray far fromthe water. Eying the creature's size in
awe once nore, Alice could not really begrudge it the extra
food; she felt |ike she understood.

During one of the all-too-frequent stops for the creature to
feed itself and dip its skin in water, Alice studied her shadow.
Si nce she was standing still, the shadow had decided to sit
down. It was quietly cleaning its paws in feigned disregard for
anyt hi ng happening around it. Alice decided that she could no
| onger really think of it as "a shadow;" it had too nuch
personality. It was Shadow now, in her head. She couldn't
think of a better nane. She shook her head; never had she seen
anyt hing so odd as Shadow. Sonething nade her | ook up at the
jelbeen. Well, there is that, she thought. They're both
strange, she sighed.

The j el been saw her watching, and smled and waved at her.
She grimaced in what she hoped woul d pass for a smle, waving

back. She let out a silent ugh. She'd had enough of strange
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creatures for a day.

Agnes seened to concur. The old woman's back was to the
j el been, but even during those nonents when she was facing the
creature, she nmade no secret of her dislike. Her face winkled
up like it had been soaked in water for a day. As they started
forward again, Alice touched the old wonan's arm

"Why do you hate him so nuch?"

Agnes snorted. "Stupid creature. And he thinks that just
because he's old, he knows everything." She chuckled. "Like ne,
| suppose. | like me, though. Even old Bernard was good for
sonet hing. Sonetinmes. These newfangled old creatures, though
- they're sonething else. Sonething else entirely, |ike
mar mal ade. " She made smacki ng noises with her 1|ips.

The fox was trotting on ahead, seemngly ignoring them and
the jel been was squi shing al ong behind. Shadow was sinply bei ng
a shadow for once, albeit a strangely feline one. Alice found
hersel f shudderi ng, and Agnes noti ced.

"Col d? You should be careful, you know. The winters here
are awful . "

"It's the sumrer, and it's not cold" Alice said, but the old
wonman paid her no m nd.

"Summertime was so nmuch fun when | was a child. | actually

was a child once, although you' d never know it now. Even played
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with dolls. Priscilla, Eveleyn, Diana, even a rag doll nanmed
Anne. | always wanted a cat though. DenonSpawn, | wanted to
call him" A mschievous | ook crossed her face. "That way, |
coul d do naughty things and get away with it. Nobody woul d
blame a sweet little girl named Agnes when DenonSpawn i s running
around. " She cackl ed.

Alice blinked. "Evel yn?"

"My favorite doll. Made of wood, she was. Like my house.
It's made of wood too, and cloth. Wuld you |like sone tea?"
Agnes smiled sweetly.

Coth? Wo has a house nmade of cloth? Alice w shed
the old woman woul d stop smling. At the nention of tea,
t hough, her stomach grunbl ed, but she sinply stared at Agnes as
if to say, "Are you stupid?" Agnes didn't even | ook at her
t hough, and marched of f ahead so quickly that Alice had to break
into a trot. Agnes was already munbling sonmething else by the
time Alice caught up, but it was far too faint and rapid to make
out anything intelligible.

They wal ked for what seened to be forever. The trees were
getting smaller now, though they were still tall enough to bl ock
any view of what |ay beyond - but they were undeni ably shorter.
The wal k slipped fromlong into nonotonous; it was all Alice

could do to keep one foot going in front of the other. The
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burni ng afternoon sun was penetrating the thinning forest easily
now, glaring into her eyes at al nost every other step. The
| ight and rhythm penetrated her brain -
step...step...step...glare...

* ok ok

Alice stood in the center of an outdoor marketplace. There
wer e wooden stalls all around, sone piled high with fruits, sone
W th vegetables, others with assorted types of pots and pans or
clothing. It was a bazaar, really. Her nother had |left her
there a few mnutes before, telling her not to nove until she
canme back. She was standing with her back to one of the stalls.
The market was quiet; no, nore than quiet. It was practically
abandoned, except for overturned carts. Except, behind those
carts Alice could see men wwth rifles, nmen clothed in dark
uni forns. They crouched behind those carts, their weapons
poi nting across the street - not quite behind her, but al nost.

It nade her nervous.

She turned around, dreamike. There was a tall apartnent
building there, the walls a uniformgray. Al nost no w ndow was
left intact; the feww th any glass left at all featured small
hol es, their edges white with snmashed, powdered gl ass and
radi ati ng spiderweb-cracks into the surrounding glass. the

glass that hadn't already fallen out, at any rate. Here and
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there, the jagged edges of bricks stuck out, formng the outline
of a hole painted into the wall with dark burns and streaks from
an expl osion. As she watched, a rocket streaked high over her
head from sonmewhere behind her. It slammed into a seventh-fl oor
wal | , bl ossomng into a huge orange flower that quickly subsided
to | eave soot-stains on the edges of another of those nassive
hol es. The shockwave knocked her off her feet.

Somet hi ng streaked past her head with a whip's crack, then
again. She sat sprawl ed on the ground, frozen. From a doorway
directly across the street, people energed, nost of them a
ragtag bunch of nmen wearing jeans and t-shirts, nothing
spectacular. One or two wore a uniformof sone sort, but ful
of holes, |ike they had seen too much wear. All of them bore
their own weapons, and directed a barrage of gunfire toward the
crouching soldiers. She watched, spellbound, as a bullet tore
t hrough the nearest soldier's head, throw ng blood and brain
al i ke over the cobbl estones behind himas his body toppled over.
He | ooked li ke he was resting, lying there on the ground - apart
fromthe pool of blood form ng under his body where his head
shoul d have been. A small whine started in the back of her
throat. She wanted her nother. She wanted her nother now.

In front of her, the bullets continued, tearing this man or

that. She tried not to | ook but she couldn't stop. Suddenly
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she junped as a hand covered her eyes, strong arnms pulling her
backwards under the stall to safety. The hands were not her
nother's; they were thinner, older hands. An old woman's voi ce
whi spered into her ear.

"Don't nove...it's okay - you'll be okay."

An ol d lady's perfunme wafted into her nose, and she opened
her eyes. There was enough |ight coming in through gaps in the
old lady's fingers for her to actually make them out, the skin
seem ng al nost to hang fromthe bones and the pal m age- dappl ed.
The arnms were very strong, though. They held her close. Too
cl ose; she started to panic, to struggle.

"Don't!"™ The old lady's voice was | ow, urgent, warning her
not to nove. She broke free of the hand covering her eyes,
ki cked nore. The stall had overturned sonehow, a pile of sacks
provi ded sone conceal nent. The sacks were full of oranges, she
coul d see; at sone point, bullets had shattered a few of them
| eaving citrus pulp rotting in the sun. The snell was sickly
sweet .

Across the street, a young man started to run between the
two groups, heading in her direction. As he got closer, she
could see that he was running for the apartnent building. She
cl osed her eyes, know ng that there was no way he would get to

the door or even a hole in the wall. Gunfire and a wet, neaty
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sound i nvaded her ears. As nmuch as she didn't want to, her eyes
opened. Only for an instant; there were pieces of flesh near
her and she did not want to think of what they m ght be. She
st opped struggling, finding herself grateful for the old woman's
hand over her eyes.

What seened a long tinme later, the firing and the shouting
stopped. Even the voices that had been crying out in pain were
silenced. Before the old wonman's hands cl eared her eyes, she
coul d hear in the distance her nother's voi ce.

"Alicel Alice!" The calling cane from behind her, closer
and closer. "Alice! Let go of her!" Her nother grabbed her
roughly fromthe old woman, suspicion and fear plain in her
eyes. "You |l eave ny daughter alone,"” she said fiercely.

The ol d woman sinply bunched her shoul ders deeper into her
not h-eaten ol d cape, wapping a scarf around her neck. She
flashed a sad snmle at Alice, then trudged away one short little
step after another, propping herself up with a thin cane she
carri ed.

Alice's nother wapped her arnms tightly around her, al nost
too tight; they both stood staring after the old woman.

Her foot catching under the root of an old tree brought

Alice out of her reverie. She tottered, alnost falling over,
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but she regai ned her bal ance quickly. The sun was a little
| ower in the sky now. She never even thanked that old wonan.
Alice kicked the root savagely, ignoring the pain in her foot
and the snicker fromthe fox. She just hid the whole tine.

Agnes seened to notice the cloud hovering over her head.
"Are you okay, dear? You look a little out of sorts. | hate
bei ng out of sorts - it always nakes nme want to eat sone pluns.
They're nice and purple.”

Alice nodded. "I'mfine. Just tired and hungry."

"Only a little farther,” Agnes said. She pulled Alice's
arm "This way. Maybe there will be sone pluns!” Alice would
have sworn that the old lady was trying to skip

The trees were distinctly shorter now. Alice could al nost
see over sone of themnow, and she wasn't very tall. The odd
tall tree here and there still bl ocked her view, though, and the
forest was |arge enough that the tall trees added up. It would
be longer still until they could really see what | ay beyond
those trees, if anything. Up ahead, there seened to be a
cluster of trees, though - it was the nost interesting thing in
sight and wal king toward it gave Alice sonething to think about
besi des the interm nabl e marching.

Anot her hour's wal k brought themup to that cluster. These

trees were ol der, massive trunks planted firmy in the ground
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and surrounded by huge tangles of roots. Sone of those roots
had grown up to forma sort of natural archway into the center
of that cluster, and Alice found herself wal king through with
t he ot hers.
The circle of trees broke into a clearing. The trees seened

to be hiding it, but in a playful way. There was a genera

sense of goodwi |l here, and a nice citrus snell. 1In the center
was a small hill crowmed with wildflowers. Alice couldn't help
smling. It was nice to get some color in this otherw se

nmonot onous forest. The late afternoon sunlight cast a nice gl ow

around the flowers. The fox bounded on ahead, dancing anong the

fl owers.
Alice wal ked up onto the hill, spinning around slowy. The
flowers gave off a sweet snell; nbst were honey-scented, but

when she snelled them a few were giving off the scent of
| enons. Smal |l clouds of insects rolled through the air like
school s of fish, coal escing and dissipating |ike airborne
anoebas. There were bees of sone sort, but orange-and- bl ue
i nstead of yell ow and-black. Fantastic butterflies flitted
around; one | anded on her hand as she watched. She touched a
wing with her fingertip.

The small|l creature sat on her hand peacefully, its w ngs

rising and falling |ike breathing. She noved her hand closer to
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her face to see it better. The insect was a pale purple color,
Wi th orange-edged wings. A black spiral nmarked the center of
the wi ng, casting a spiral shadow on her hand as the sunshine
passed through it.

The creature rubbed its small feet together, then uncurl ed
its long tongue, tasting her skin. Only, it wasn't a tongue, it
was a needl e-sharp proboscis that plunged through her skin and
into a vein so snoothly that she didn't feel it. A small drop
of blood welled up around the wound. As she watched, the spiral
on the creature's wings began to turn. She tried to nove, to
pul I her hand away, but found herself paralyzed, unable to do
anyt hi ng ot her than watch.

Sonet hi ng seened to be noving through the little tube,
little bubbles sliding downward and into the vein. The spiral
seened to grow and shrink at the sane tine, unraveling the
butterfly as she watched. The wings went first, then the body,
t he head and antennae inploding liquidly into the tube. The
tube itself inploded as well, the whole creature sliding into
her veins like a drug. The wound itself seened to pull in, and
for a second she was afraid that her whol e body m ght follow
suit, shrink into itself and di sappear. The wound was only
sealing itself, though

The paral ysis vani shed with a shocki ng suddenness. She
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found hersel f lurching drunkenly, stunbling as she tried to
regai n her balance. She covered her eyes with her hands. There
seened to be sonething different about her eyes; she could fee
the sense of a nmuscle or a nerve that wasn't there before.
Whatever it was, it flexed sonehow, and her vision shifted.

This time she did | ose her feet, falling backwards into a
sitting position with her |legs spraw ed out and her arns behind
her barely holding her up. Colors swam before her eyes, turning
the world around her into a bizarre, crawing wash that rem nded
her of psychedelic-inspired filnms she'd seen. She shivered,
burned up - she went through the whole course of a fever in the
span of a single mnute. Slowy, ever so slowy, her vision
cleared as the stormof fever faded and she coul d see agai n.

She coul d see, but things were sonehow different. She held
her head down, | ooking at the grass between her fingers. She
coul d see the individual cells dividing, pulsing as she watched.
She coul d see her hand; the wound was seal ed now. Sonehow, she
coul d al so see through her hand, to the thread of foreign
chem cals circul ating deeper into her body with every beat of
her heart. She could see the blood rushing around in her veins,
even the nuscles sliding over her bones as she flexed her
fingers. She stood up slowy, so as not to fall down. Even the

trees | ooked different; she found herself able to see the sap
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novi ng ever so slowy inside them
A sour little chuckle escaped her involuntarily. This
woul d be brilliantly useful, she thought, if | were a maple tree
farmer. As it was, she didn't see howit was very useful at all
A sense of panic started to fill her mnd. WIIl ny eyes stay
this way? Just at that instant, her vision snapped back to

normal ; the transition slapped her brain in an al nost-tangible

way that staggered her briefly. WIlIl, | guess | don't have to
worry about it staying that way after all, she thought with a
gri nmace.

Agnes noticed her lurch and grabbed her arm supporting her.
The j el been, oddly enough, was hol ding her other arm She could
feel the odd half-dry, half-nuddy sensation of its hands on her
bare arm She shuddered, then straighted, shaking off their

hands. "I'malright," she said.

Agnes frowned faintly. "Are you sure? You |ooked dizzy. |
got dizzy once. Broke into the wine cellar in ny parents
basenent and drank two bottles just to see what woul d happen.
Never tried that again.” She |ooked slightly nauseated at the
t hought, then continued to beam concern at Ali ce.

Alice nodded. "I'mfine." She took a deep breath, which

seened to help cal mher nerves. "W should keep going."

Agnes peered at her, squinting nyopically. She rem nded
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Alice very strongly of a nole. After a mnute, Agnes nodded.
She strode away |i ke an enpress expecting the court to foll ow
suit. Alice sighed and duly followed along, trailing the

jelbeen. | amtired of wal king, she thought.
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CHAPTER 7

The trees were very short now, sone barely nore than bushes.
Most were | ow enough that she could get a glinpse over them
whenever a little fold in the ground rose up into a bit of a
hill. Sonewhere in the distance, she caught a glinpse of what
appeared to be a structure - but it was too far to nake out
clearly.

She returned her attention to her immediate surroundi ngs.

The little group was splashing along the stream the light dim

enough now that little phosphoric creatures flashed small |ights
whenever their watery surroundi ngs were disturbed. It nmade the
wat er have a sparkling blue quality at tines, like little fiber-

optic cables winking in the dark. Sonetines the effect was

bri ght enough to light the stream bottomw th a neon-bl ue gl ow,
it remnded Alice of the little restaurant she'd been sitting in
before she entered this place, of city streets lit by the

pul sati ng gl ow of flashing neon lights. Sonehow, the thought
made her a little honesick, which surprised her. She hadn't
really |iked being hone nmuch, which is why she'd gone to that
little restaurant by herself in the first place. It was
sonetinmes nice to be surrounded by people, even if they weren't

peopl e she knew. Sonething rising over the trees caught her
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attention.

The distant structure was closer now. The sky was starting
to turn a deep navy blue in that direction; behind her, the sun
still held a snall portion of the sky captive, bathing it |ight
blue. Distant stormcl ouds runbl ed, naking her uneasy. She was
al ways uneasy around runbling noises, now. For a nonent, an
i mage of an expl oding rocket flashed into her mnd, but she
pushed it away relentlessly. Not sonething I want to think
about .

The stream began to widen, turning into what seened to be a
small river. Not a deep one, though. The water gave off a
cheery gurgle as it passed over rocks worn snooth over
centuries. There was the occasional pool, which seened to
entertain the jel been, but no others of his kind appeared out of
them Ray just trotted al ongside the banks of the stream doing
insane little hops every few nonents to avoid getting wet.

Alice couldn't help laughing at himevery tine he did. Ray
junped |i ke a rabbit, shaking the wet part of his body
neurotically until the water drops had mgrated to the dry part
of his fur. That only served to nmake hi msul k nore.

Once a fish sanpled part of the jelbeen's Ieg, |eaving him
with a wound in his clay skin that | eaked water. For sone

reason, Ray found that funny and | et out an oddly human cackl e.
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The wound quickly sealed itself with clay that hardened even as
Alice watched, and at the sanme tine the jel been shot a firehose
jet of water at Ray, slamming himinto a tree. It was Alice's
turn to cackle, in chorus with the jel been. The fox was too
stunned to noti ce.

Agnes noticed, though. She rushed at them waving her arns.
"Now, now Break it up, everybody! Fights are such ugly
things. | was in a fight once. Pulled her hair good, | did."
Agnes seened to forget what she was waving her arns for, and | et
them drop at her sides. She |ooked around, confused - then
shook herself. "W should keep going. | don't want to be
noving after it gets dark."

The structure was nore visible now A low, rounded done
rose over the trees. The trees seened to grow taller again
cl oser to the done, making a screen that prevented Alice from
seeing much of the structure in detail. There was something
om nous about the place. Everyone seened nore on edge now,
noving closer to the trees - and quieter - rather than sinply
marching noisily out in the open. As they reached the screen of
taller trees, the forest was abruptly thick with brush and
vines, a tangle that seened al nost inpenetrable. Agnes seened
to wince every tine Alice or one of the others made a crashing

noi se through the thickening tangles.
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Just as Alice was beginning to think that it would be better
to go around the done and avoid it, she snmashed through the | ast
of the brush with a crash. Her nonmentum propelled her stunbling
straight out into a clearing. She caught herself and stood up,
brushi ng thorns and seeds from her clothes. The others were
right with her, the jel been as noisy as she was. Ray and Agnes
wer e mai ntai ning sone senbl ance of woodskill. They hardly nade
any noise at all.

Al'l four stopped in the clearing, |ooking around them They
stood a hundred paces away from what Alice now saw was not a
donme, but rather a | arge sphere, half sunken into the earth.

The streamran right through the heart of it, vanishing into the
dar kened nouth of an opening in the side. The sphere itself
seened to be nmade of a random m xture of |ogs, stone, and dirt.
Here it seened constructed carefully, there it was al nost nelted
together. On the top of the sphere, what | ooked oddly |ike

har dened sand dunes rippled across its face. Around the nouth
of the cave, the whole thing - wood, stone, and dirt - was worn
snooth by the water. The sphere had evidently stood there for a
l ong tine.

Alice wal ked closer to it, circling around. It took her
| onger than she expected; the structure was huge. As she

wr apped back around to the others, she stopped suddenly. Al
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eyes were staring at her. She checked to nmake sure that she
hadn't |left a zipper unzipped. Nope, it isn't that! "Wat?"
she asked with a frown. She felt oddly sel f-conscious.

"We're here."” Agnes nodded to herself, as if it was
obvious. She smiled at Alice like a nother snmling at a
particularly slow child, waiting for a response.

"Here?"

"At the ball,"” said Ray.

"Ball ?" Alice | ooked over her shoulder at the structure.

She supposed you could call it a ball, but... "I thought we were
going to a ball - you know, the sort where there's danci ng and
people!” She | ooked at Ray accusingly. "You said that we were

going to the ball!"

Ray was rolling on the ground | aughing at her. Wen he

finally caught his breath, he gasped, "I never said anything
about dancing!" He broke into another fit of |aughter, coughing
and wheezi ng.

Agnes sinply | ooked puzzled. "Who would hold a ball in the
forest? Not enough people.” She grunbled under her breath.

A distant grunble in the sky caught everyone's attention.
Ray i mredi ately becane serious. "Your mgjesty,” he said, "we
should find shelter soon." He' d begun to pace nervously.

Alice glanced up at the sky. N ght was rapidly overtaking
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them oddly enough, she couldn't see the glow of city lights
even though the sky was increasingly overcast. Surely | couldn't
have cone that far in only two days, she thought to herself.
She | ooked at Agnes. "Ckay, we're here. Now what?"

Agnes pointed at the sphere. "That's why we're here. You

have to go into the ball, and bring back to ne here a snmall box
you'll find inside. 1t's nade of bone, you know. Al ways did
find it creepy.” She seenmed to |ook inward, thinking hard.

"Where was 1? Oh, right. You need to go inside, and bring the

box back to nme. Hurry up, we don't have all night!" She turned
to Ray and the jel been. "You two can get sone wood for a fire.
Hurry now, I'mnot going to wait forever." She was pulling

smal | bundl es from her dress, l|laying themabout her. Ray was

al ready running into the woods, and the jel been was striding to
the edge of the clearing. The huge creature sinply reached up
into the overhangi ng trees, breaking off dead branches as easily
as if they were small twi gs.

Alice sinply stared at the old woman. "How exactly do you
expect ne to get inside that thing? 1've already wal ked around
it. There aren't any doors."

"Just follow the stream dear. Run along now. " Agnes
turned away, and before Alice could respond, she was al ready

poundi ng pegs for a tent into the ground. The jel been was
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wor ki ng |i ke a machine, tossing branches behind himinto a huge
pile. The creature had incredible accuracy; he never even
turned his head, but the branches were piling up in a neat stack.

"Are you sure it's safe?" Alice asked, doubt on her face.
Agnes turned around, blinked. "You're still here? Go!

Not hing in there you can't handle, and | need that box."

It wasn't particularly conforting, but Alice didn't see much
ot her choice. Besides, | can use a few nonments to think ny own
t houghts, she deci ded. Her conpanions were interesting, mybe a
little too interesting. No, it wouldn't hurt to get away for a
few.

Alice took a deep breath. So, |'m supposed to followthe
stream Alice walked to the stream | ooking down. Smal
creatures were glow ng that neon blue in the darkness of the
water. The light provided her with some confort, as the cave
| ooked quite dark. She wi ped her palns on her hips to clear
away sone nervous sweat, then took the first step toward the

cavern.
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CHAPTER 8

There was just enough daylight left to reveal a small path
along the stream s bank. It seened to have been used |l argely by
animals. Hopefully not large aninmals, Alice thought with a wy
chuckl e. There were dozens of small footprints, nostly ani mals,
but some of them | ooked oddly human, if too small. She was gl ad
that the tracks |ooked old. Bits of |eaves and dirt had filled
I n nost of them

She followed the path up to the cavern's nouth, ducking

slightly to avoid bunping her head as she stepped inside. The

air was danp and slightly cool. She could snell old stone and
the noss growi ng on rocks gave off an earthy plant snell. The
wal | was bunpy, but not jagged. It seened to be nmade of dirt

enbedded with whitish stones worn snooth with age. The cave
nmouth was bright with the remaining daylight; it seemed nuch
friendlier than the darkness further inside.

She steeled herself. Stop being a baby, there's nothing to
be afraid of here. |Indeed, the only sounds were her breathing,
her footsteps, and the pleasant gurgle of the streamas it
tunbl ed through the center of...well, of whatever this place
was. Alice forced herself to start noving.

A few nonents of travel straight in took her to a curve in
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the path. She gl anced over her shoul der, |ooking |ongingly at
the light as the |ast sight of the the cave's nouth vani shed
behi nd the curved stone wall.

There was only darkness here, apart froman eerie blue gl ow
cast by the creatures in the stream Her legs grewtired from
wal ki ng. She couldn't believe that the path stretched on so far
as it did. Several times she stunbled in the dimlight; once,
she alnost tripped. She was beginning to think that she shoul d
turn back, when up ahead she suddenly spotted a pinpoint of
warm gl ow ng |ight.

As she cane closer, the |ight expanded froma pinpoint into
a light bulb, then resolved into a arched doorway. Alice could
see a huge roomthere, opening out of the tunnel she was in. |If
her sense of direction was any good, she seened to be at the
center of the done, although the only way that coul d have been
was if the tunnel had wapped in a spiral into the center of the
sphere.

Alice stepped into the room There was |ight here, show ng
a circular roomwith torches placed at regular intervals across
the room They provided a warm orange glow to the space, mneking
Alice feel confortable. The ceiling was low - so |ow that she
didn't even notice the opening in the ceiling shooting straight

up through the donme until she was al nost directly underneath it.
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She coul d see starlight through that opening; it was distant,
i ke | ooking through a telescope that didn't actually nagnify
anything. In the very center of the roomwas a | ow, round stone
t hat nmade her think of...an altar?

There was not hing on the stone, though. She wal ked right up
toit, looking at it carefully. There were no marks to indicate
t hat anyt hing had every been placed onit. |In fact, it was
covered with a thick layer of gray dust that floated up into the
air as she brushed a hand over it, dust that invaded her |ungs
and maki ng her cough. She could feel it on her tongue, even.
She spat, swearing a little. She'd always hated the taste of
dust; she badly wanted water, but she needed to find the damm
box first.

There was no other exit in the room and she was sure that
she hadn't m ssed any branches in the tunnel. The tunnel was
dim but not so dimthat she couldn't vaguely see the far wal
across the streamat all tines. No, this was the only possible
destination. She | ooked around the |ighted room Nothing but
torches. The walls here were perfectly snooth, not bunpy Iike
the tunnels, and as she | ooked closer at them she coul d see that
they were grooved with little circular designs that interlinked
around the whole room Looking closer, she could see skulls

mar ked into sone of those circles; skulls, and knives, and evil -
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| ooki ng insects. It was |like a carving, but she could see no
scratches left by tools around those. Either a godlike carver or
magi ¢, she thought. She shivered a little. A stone dropped
onto the altar with a little clicking noise of rock-on-rock

At the noise, she spun around. A fine trickle of dust was
spilling down onto the stone fromthe opening in the ceiling,
dust mxed with twigs and dirt but in a stream so straight that
it seenmed to have been poured rather than fallen. Scratching
sounds floated down fromthe opening with the dirt. She stepped
cl oser, peering upwards.

She just had tinme to nmake out spidery arns and | egs on a
humanoi d body before it slamred into her, knocking her down. A
vi ci ous snarling sound invaded her ears, and she kicked out,
pushing the thing away with arns and legs. Just in tine, too.
Sharp teeth snapped shut scant inches fromher throat, catching
only air. She scranbled to her feet, backing up against the
wal | .

The creature wasn't really that big, but it made up for its
di mnutive size with an el ephant-sized ferocity. It stared at
her, growing lowin its throat and stal king forward one foot at
atime |like a cat. She couldn't | ook away, and the creature
held her with its eyes. She screaned as it sprang at her.

She screaned, but didn't stand waiting. She threw herself
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si deways, and the creature snashed into the wall behind her. It
crawmed to its feet drunkenly, blood trickling fromits nouth.

It snarled at her again as its eyes uncrossed to focus on her.
The snarl was wi de enough to reveal that one of its teeth had
broken off. The thing flexed human-Ii ke hands, reaching for her
t hroat .

She kicked it again, punching it awkwardly. The creature
was too close. |Its fingers tightened around her throat, choking
off her breathing. She tried to push it away, to break the
grip, but it was too strong. The creature stared at her with
yel |l owi sh eyes, grinning as she struggled. Her arm cane too
close to its nmouth as she tried to push it away, and the
creature happily sliced it with those razor teeth.

The world started to nove away from her, and she desperately
reached behind her for one of the torches. It cane away from
the wall easily, and with the |ast of her strength she sl amed
the burning end of the torch straight into the creature's eyes.
She col | apsed onto the ground as it let go reflexively with a
roar, junping backwards away from her

She gasped for breath, trying to stand. Sone corner of her
m nd was scream ng at her, Get up! At first, she couldn't. The
voi ce in her mnd was panicked, telling her to stand, had to

fight. She could hear the creature noving around, and every
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scrape of foot on rock, every grow made her flinch as her body
braced for the slicing teeth or the gripping fingers. Finally,
she dragged herself to her feet, the torch still in her hand.
She held it high before her.

The creature was stal king around, growling and shaking its
head as if that could rid it of the burn. She'd hit it directly
in the eyes with that flame. The creature seened unable to see
her. Have to get out of here. She started to edge backwards
toward the tunnel

Her foot scraped the ground, and she froze. |In her panic,
the sound was slow, drawn out |ike fingers on a blackboard. She
knew it was too |ate. The creature turned toward the sound,
| eaping at her with outstretched, clawed hands. She tried to
junp sideways away fromit, but the creature was too fast. One
of its hands caught her ankle; it began pulling itself up her
body, its teeth and hands going for her throat again. She hit
it with the torch as hard as she could, again and again; those
bl ows were hard enough to nake it bleed, but the thing would not
|l et go. The fingers closed on her throat again.

The pressure in her head began to rise as her breathing was
cut off, and with a feel of a nuscle tensing behind her eyes,
her vision altered. She was suddenly aware of the joints in the

creature's fingers, could see the exact thickness of its skull
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She reversed the torch in her hand, smashing the blunt handle
with all the strength she could nuster into the weakest part of
its skull she could find. She could sonehow actually see the
bone buckling, sharp fragnments slicing into the creature's brain
like nails and then driven deeper by the force of each
subsequent blow. Al nost imrediately the thing et go of her
convul sing. She hit it again and again, every blow hitting
sonmet hing vital - kidneys, heart, trachea. She kept hitting it
long after it stopped noving.

Her rage subsided slowy, slinking back into a corner of her
brain. Her vision stayed the sane, though. She couldn't bear
to look at the thing she'd killed; it was unrecogni zabl e now,
but her enhanced vision could still nake out nangl ed organs and
bl ood vessels in the bloody ness on the ground. She shuddered,
throw ng the torch as far away from her as she could. She tried
to wi pe her hands on her pants but succeeded only in |eaving
bl oody streaks on them

She | ooked around the room half-expecting other creatures.
There were none, though. There was no nore dust trickling down,
no nore sounds other than her breathing and the distant trickle
of water and the crackle of the torches. The room snelled of
bl ood now, nmaking her stomach turn slightly. 1In the center of

the room the altar still stood.
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She started to turn to go, but sonmething made her turn back
She realized that she could see into the stone altar now. She
wal ked over to it. Wuere previously she'd seen snooth stone,
she coul d now nake out a small seam runni ng around the side of
the altar, and her enhanced vision showed her a small stone bolt
inside the lid, set a hair's distance into a stone |lock. The
|l ock was a bit wider than the bolt, and for sone reason it
contai ned a piece of netal that prevented the bolt from
penetrating any further than that hair's distance. |f she could
knock it out just the tiniest bit, it would snap open. It
seened al nost designed to be opened wi thout actually being
t ouched.

Alice tried hitting it wth her hands, kicking it, but al
she succeeded in doing was bruising her hands. The altar was no
| onger clean; blood from her hands sneared the top of it in
| ong, dusty streaks. She let out a shout of frustration, only
to shrink down and cover her ears as the echoes crashed back in.
Suddenl y, she had an idea.

She grabbed a torch fromthe wall, holding the flame up to
the stone as close to the |lock as she could. She could al nost
see the heat traveling through the stone, into that netal piece
in the lock, heating it up. The heat caused the netal to

expand, knocking the bolt free. The |id sprang open, showering
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her with dust.

She brushed herself off irritably, then wal ked to the other

side of the altar. Inside, she could see a small, yellow sh
box. It nust've been white once, as it seenmed to be nade of
bone. She picked it up in her arns. It was surprisingly heavy.

For sonme reason, her altered vision provided no extra help
in seeing what the box held. She sighed, closing the altar |id.
The bolt slid back into place with a tiny click.

She found hersel f compul sively extinguishing all the torches
around the room wal king clockwi se to each one and beating it
out with her hands in turn. Sonething on the floor caught her
eye as she passed by the dead creature. It was the broken
tooth. Sonething made her pick it up. It was still w ckedly
sharp. She shuddered and stuffed it into a pocket, going on to
t he next torch.

As she cane back around to the last torch, she took it from

the wall. She took a final |ook around. The room was di m now,
but the altar was still illum nated by the starlight shining
through the ceiling opening. It was dark, but not so dark that

she could not see the trails of blood on the floor and the
altar. She went back to the tunnel, walking first, then running.
Returni ng through the tunnel seened to take |onger than

entering had taken; sonmething in the back of her head, behind
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the fear, nmade her realize that she was wal king uphill. The
spiral must've been downwards - that nade sense, now that she
t hought of it. Going uphill took nore effort, too. She was
panting by the tinme she reached the rounded corner. She stopped
abruptly as a thought popped into her m nd.

The light was still dim only the glow of small crustaceans
in the streamand the tiny circle of Iight provided by her
torch, but it was enough for her to take a closer | ook at those
white stones in the cave wall. She ran her fingertips over one
of the round ones, noticing the hairline fractures in the snooth
surface. Sonething nmade her dig out the hardened dirt around
the stone, scrabbling with her fingers until they blistered.

Her fingers sunk deeper into the earth, clearing away the dirt.
One of her fingers slipped into sonething behind the stone.
There was a |l arge holl ow space behind it, and a few nore seconds
of work gave her enough roomto put an entire hand behind the
stone. She gave it a pull, and it canme away in her hands,
toppli ng her backwards with the sudden rel ease.

She just barely nanaged to keep the torch fromfalling onto
the ground or into the stream Amazingly, it stayed lit. She
turned it on the stone to see what she held.

The grinning outline of a skull stared back at her

eyel essly, which was just as well because her fingers were
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| ooped through its eye sockets. She let out a small yelp,
tossing the thing away fromher. It splashed into the water.

For sone reason it attracted the glowing creatures in the
stream Hardly a minute later, it was glowing |ike a jack-o-
| antern, grinning at her fromthe water with that same eerie
stare.

A glance at the wall confirmed her suspicion. The wall was
not made of stone; no, it was bone. Ancient bones, fromthe
| ook of it, snobothed by the river. She stood again and began to
run uphill, not | ooking back.

A short tine |ater, but what seened |ike an eternity, she
was standing at the cave nouth again. It was conpletely dark
outside now, but there was a fire burning in the clearing. She
could make out a tent and the jelbeen's towering figure profiled
by the firelight. She walked toward the fire, but only nade a
few steps before sonething slanmed into her back, knocking her
face-down into the ground. She groaned as the box pressed into

her ribs. The ground, it seened, was |ess yielding than her

body.

A grow made her shiver, but only for a second. It wasn't
fear that nmade her roll over with her fists flailing. "You
ungrateful little bastard! Get off of nme!™ A well-ainmed fist

connected wth the fox, tunbling Ray back into the grass.
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"Sorry. | was just making sure no intruders approached her
Majesty.” The fox didn't | ook apologetic at all. He trotted up
to her, licking a paw for all the world Iike a cat. Ray | ooked

suspiciously like he was concealing a grin behind the paw

"Do | look like an intruder to you?" Alice was shouting
now.

"Can't be too careful,” said the fox snugly.

Alice lashed out with a kick ainmed at the fox's nose, but
conpl etely m ssed and toppl ed over backwards. She quickly
junped back to her feet, stonping on the ground before marching
off to the fire without so nmuch as a backwards gl ance at Ray,
followed only by the ripples of [aughter fromthe fox.

The fox watched her, eyes glinting in the dark.
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CHAPTER 9

The fire was crackling away happily as Alice wal ked up. The
bright flames were munching on their evening neal of |ogs and
the occasional small insect that flew too close. Agnhes was
sitting back against a |log, humming to herself and doi ng sone
conpl i cated needl ework. The jel been was sonmewhere out in the
darkness; Alice couldn't see him but she could definitely hear
him She had no idea where Ray was, nor did she particularly
care. She stal ked over to Agnes, tossing the rather heavy bone
box into the old woman's | ap.

"Quch!"™ The old woman had nanaged to jab herself with one
of the needles. For an instant, Alice felt bad, but the drying
bl ood fromthe slice on her arm nmade that a very short instant.

"You told ne," Alice said through her teeth, "that it was
safe to go in there."

Agnes peered over her nose. Her eyes were twinkling in the
firelight. "I said no such thing, dear. | said there was
nothing in there that you couldn't handle. A very different
sort of statenent.” She was humming to herself nerrily.

Alice dropped wearily into a sitting position, stretching

her legs out. She couldn't really argue with the old woman's

logic, but it did not make her feel the least bit better. She
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felt as if she had been taken advantage of. Her arm hurt.

Alnost as if she was readi ng her thoughts, Agnes tossed a
cl ot h-w apped bundle into Alice's |ap; the bundl e contained sone
bandages and ointnments. Alice groaned and dragged hersel f up,
wobbl i ng over to the stream where she washed the cut off. She
spl ashed water over her head and neck as well - not really as
good as a bath, but better than nothing. The water stung the
cut on her arm and she could feel bruises on her neck. Shaking
her head |i ke a dog to throw away sone of the excess water, she
dug around in the bundle for the ointnent. She wi nced as she
applied it to the cut and then wapped a bandage around her arm

Feeling somewhat nore civilized, she went back to the fire.
There was food there; nore bread, and sone sort of small animal.
Alice thought it m ght have been a rabbit. She tore into the
food rather savagely, finding herself incredibly starved - but
not so starved that she forgot about being angry. "Wat's in
t he box?" she demanded around a nouthful of small animal.

Agnes seened to notice the box for the first time. "Ah, you
brought me the box. | hope the Yeti was polite. He seened in a
bit of a sour nood last tine | visited him"

"Yeti? You knew there was sonething in there and you didn't
tell me?" Alice's voice was dangerously calm

"It's just a Yeti. A young one at that. Nothing to worry
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about. Funny, not any snow here as long as | can renenber.
Except maybe once when | was a young wonan. Bernard hated it."

"Young or not, it could have killed ne," Alice pointed out
bitterly.

"But it didn't. How d you get the box?" Agnes was funbling
with it, fingers searching for sonething. Wth a small click,
t he box popped open. For sone reason, the noise nmade Alice junp

alittle.

"l opened the stone - the altar, or whatever it was. Wth a

torch.”

“"A torch! | never thought of that. | wondered why he'd put
themthere, so many of them" Agnes chuckled. "He always was a
smart one.”

Alice was on the verge of asking the old woman if she was
paid to be vague, but settled for a nore civil "'He?""

"The Garden King. King of That Side. You ve net him |
bel i eve. "

The glowi ng footprints flashed into Alice's mnd. "Not

exactly."
Agnes nodded to herself. "It doesn't matter. He built the
ball, and put the altar up. He always was clever."

"Why does the fox always call you 'Majesty? " Alice asked.

"Because | am Queen of This Side." Agnes drew herself up
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royal ly.

"This side of...?"

"OF the stream " Agnes was taking sonething out of the box
now. It |looked like a key, with a long chain attached to it.

"I don't understand. | thought this garden was Ray's" said
Alice.

Agnes | aughed out loud for once. "There is nothing to
understand. | am Queen of This Side; you' ve encountered the
King of That Side. The garden is Ray's. So has it always been.
Here, take this." She tossed the key to Alice. "Just because |
am Queen does not nean it's mne." She laughed. "Silly young
peopl e, always worried about who owns what."

Alice turned the key over in her hand. It was an average-
sized key - Alice thought it m ght have opened the door of a
house sonmewhere. It |ooked like it would have fit on a regul ar
keyring, but there were no houses anywhere nearby that Alice
could see. This whole area seened quite wild. She |ooked at
the key, then at Agnes. "What exactly am| supposed to do with
t hi s?"

"Unl ock things," said Agnes, as if it were the nost obvious
thing in the world.

"What things?"

"You ask too many questions, dear. | don't know what
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things. Keys are always handy to have about, you know." She
sniffed her disapproval. "You aren't very bright, are you?"
Alice ignored the insult. "If they're so handy, why are you

giving it to me?" Alice asked, eying the old wonman suspiciously.

"Because | don't need keys. Never have. Doors always
opened for me. M nother always hated that, because | could
al ways get into the cookies, even when she | ocked them away.
Catneal -raisin - those were ny favorite. Crunchy, |ike peanut
butter. Makes good nousetrap bait..."

Agnes was Queen of This Side, the Garden King was king of
that side, it was Ray's garden, and Alice was thoroughly
confused. Not, she thought, that it nmakes any difference. She
was incredibly tired. She sighed and dragged herself to her
feet. That tent was |looking quite tenpting; she didn't care if
Agnes intended to use it, because she intended to be dead asl eep
before the old woman stepped inside, whether or not there was
room for both of them

She went to the tent, poking her head inside. She could
still hear the old woman ranbling by the fire; she was begi nni ng
to think that Agnes didn't really care if people were |istening.
The ol d wonan just |liked to talk, probably to hear her own
voice. Alice shook her head, smling wyly as she brought her

attention back to the inside of the tent.
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She blinked, then blinked again. The tent was enornous.
She pull ed her head out, wal king around the tent. Fromthe
outside, it seened hardly | arge enough for a person

She wal ked around agai n, stooping down to step inside. She
strai ghtened, | ooking about. She stood in the grand entrance
hall of the tent - only, it was a palace with a ceiling soaring
hi gh above her head. The floors were marble and the walls nade
of some carved wood that she did not recognize. The place was
well-lit, white light filling the place from sources she could
not see. She was fairly sure it was not torchlight, because
there was not the slightest flicker. She glanced outside again;
Agnes was still sitting by the fire, her back against a | og.
Alice wal ked further into the tent - no, the palace...or is it a
tent? She was thoroughly confused.

For all its grandeur, she could not find a single door in
that massive hallway. It seenmed to be all in one single
straight hall, that steady Iight com ng from nowhere, and the
mar bl e fl oor.

There were synbols on the walls, though. Here she could
make out a starfish, there a cow carved into the wood. One
synbol | ooked |ike an airplane, which struck her as out of
pl ace. There was a bal ance-scal e, a dragon, a tea-kettle, even

a hand. She wondered at the oddness of it all
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She turned as Agnes' babbling voice preceded the old Queen
into the tent. Agnes spotted her and started waving
ent husi astically, a big smle on her face.

"Ch, you're here already. | wasn't really ready for
visitors. It's well enough, though. Can | offer you sone tea,
per haps?"

Alice just stared - it took her a nonent to realize that the
ol d woman was serious about playing hostess. She sighed. "Wat
about a bath and sone cl othes?" she asked, with nore than a
trace of sarcasm

To her surprise, Agnes nodded with a smle. "Follow ne,
dear." She wal ked off, Alice trotting along behind to keep up.
Agnes was ol d, but she was not sl ow.

They wal ked up to one of those synbols. It was the
starfish. Agnes closed her eyes, nmuttered sonethi ng under her
breath, and the section of the wall slid sideways, disappearing
into a cleverly hidden recession. Alice found herself staring
into a huge bathroom wth a great tub perched on cl awed feet
standing atop a nmarbl e pedestal in the center. One wall was
entirely mrrored, which nmade the room seemthat nuch bigger

"How did you open that door?" Alice was inpressed; she
hadn't seen so nmuch as a seamto indicate that the door was

there at all.
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"I don't need keys. Doors have al ways-"

"Yes, doors have al ways opened for you." Alice couldn't
help smling - the prospect of a bath was very cheering. "Thank
you, |I'd like a bath now. "

"Of course, dear. |'Ill see about getting you sonmething to

wear . "

Alice peeled off her clothes; they were in woefully bad
shape. She supposed that was to be expected after having them
shredded in the brush and chopped up by that...that Yeti thing,
whatever it was. She | ooked at herself in the mrror.

Scratches and brui ses covered her body; her bandaged arm

rem nded her of the cut, which didn't seemto hurt anynore. Her
neck bore distinct finger-shaped bruises. She raised a finger
to one, studying it in the reflection. She winced as she probed
at it experinentally. She sighed, then turned away fromthe
mrror. Bath tinme, she thought with a smle

She could hardly believe that she was taking a real bath.
The hot water was plentiful, for which she was very grateful.
She stepped into the tub and grimced as the water clouded
i medi ately with dirt and grine She found herself rinsing and
refilling the tub three tines before the water stayed clear and
she could relax. She settled back in water up to her neck,

feeling sone of the tension soak away.. She could al nbost see
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it, like little fiery threads drifting through the water. For
sone reason, that was a little scary.

She cl osed her eyes for a few nonents, but a noise at the
door nmade her sit up. She rubbed her eyes. And rubbed them
again. Dresses, pants, skirts, blouses, bikinis, suits, hats,
gl oves, scarves, shoes, and nore - hundreds of pieces of
clothing for every occasion were wal ki ng through the door. She
| ooked around frantically for wires, ropes, anything to explain
it, but there was nothing. It was sinply the clothes, filing up
into lines in front of her. The gloves and hats lined up first,
then skirts and bl ouses, then pants and dresses, form ng orderly
rows for her to inspect. The last glove through had cl osed the
door behind it politely.

A rustling sound caught her attention. One of the hats had
flopped itself over her clothes and was wiggling about,
draggi ng them out of the room "Hey, stop that!" She junped
out of the tub, grabbed a towel and wapped it around her, but
she was too late. A shirt closed the door with its sleeve. She
skidded to a halt.

"Ckay, what's going on here?" She tried to | ook stern, but
it was difficult to have a stern face when you were being stared
at by enpty clothes. One of the gloves junped up onto a small

table near the mrror, tracing out a nmessage in the steam YOUR
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CLD CLOTHES WERE DAMAGED AND W LL BE DESTROYED. PLEASE TAKE
ANYTHI NG YOU W SH | N REPLACEMENT, COURTESY OF HER MAJESTY. The
gl ove managed a little bow, folding itself in half.

Alice didn't think her eyes would go any wi der. Pul
yoursel f together, she thought. She pinched herself. "Quch!"

She wal ked up and down the rows of clothing. She pulled out
a long, black gown, the bottomcut on a diagonal so that one
side was | onger than the other. | mght as well have fun while
"' m here, she thought, and pulled out a sparkly deep-purple boa
whi ch she wrapped around her neck. She found a hat with a | ong
ostrich feather, but a look in the mrror convinced her that it
was too rem niscent of styles she'd seen old |adies wear in the
mar ket. She settled for a neon-blue veil, which gave her a sort
of ghostly | ook. She held her arns up in the air - "Booooo!" -
then alnost fell down | aughing. She |Iooked ridiculous. It was
perfect. The key and chain were still lying on the floor; the
hat hadn't seen fit to take them She hung it around her neck,
tucking the key inside her dress.

The inside of the door was visible, whatever the state of

the outside. She pushed it open, stepping back into the main

hall. The hall was enpty. She |ooked around thoughtfully.
Should I, or shouldn't 17?
Her shadow flickered its tail; it seened to be |icking water
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off its fur. Curiosity got the better of her. | should. She
ti ptoed over to the door marked with an airplane. Maybe there's
sone way out here. She felt around, her fingertips feeling a
seamthat her eyes couldn't see. She felt around blindly until
her fingers encountered an invisible | ock. She |ooked at the
pl ace where her fingers touched the wooden wall - she could see
not hi ng ot her than wood. She | ooked quickly around to nake sure
no one was there. Silence net her stare, and the enptiness of
the huge hall. It seened to be in a state of perpetual waiting
for guests who never cane.

She turned back to the door, fishing the key out from her
dress. She managed to sonehow get it into the |lock; a small
turn, and the door pushed open under the |ight touch of her
hand. |t swung al nost effortlessly, yet wwth a great sense of
inertia that made her shadow whisk its tail in as quickly as it
could. The door closed with a nute slamthat she could fee
t hrough her feet. Shadow was |icking a paw, feigning
di sinterest.

This room was dark, nuch darker than the hall or the other
room The |ight was nostly starlight, shining through a
transparent ceiling, but there was the occasional gl ow of an
uplit lanp here and there. The center of the roomwas totally

enpty, but the walls were not.
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She wal ked around, staring. The walls were encrusted with
pl aques, each bearing a photograph. The first was a photo of an
ordinary clothing iron, with a canouflaged fi gure standi ng next
toit, one hand on it and a proud smle visible on the |ips.
Above it was nounted a heating coil, an electric plug dangling
fromit. There were distinct cuts in the cord, slicing it
almost in two in places. The next was a phot ograph of the sane
figure dangling a nmouse by the tail; its paws and ears were
pinned to the plaque above it. There were torn pages froma
book, a mangl ed di nner-fork, broken fragnents froman office-
tower wi ndow, a wheel fromthe | anding gear of a small airplane,
strange fragnents of dozens of objects and creatures, sone that
she recogni zed and others that she didn't.

The wheel was apparently the prized possession. It was
nmounted in a small cleared space on the wall. The figure stood
hol di ng the wheel proudly; a crashed, snoking weck was bl urred
in the background. A heavy rifle was in the figure's hand. As
cl osely as she peered at the photo, she could not make out
anyt hi ng about the figure, not even enough to tell if it was a
man or a worman. She | ooked around her, shivering in the warm
air. The roomhad a creepy quality that nmade her fee
distinctly unconfortable.

"Enjoying ny collection?" The voice cane from behind her,
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and she spun around so fast that she alnost tripped. She threw
up a hand to cover her face; the glow was bright in the dim
room

"You're the Garden King." She found her heart beating
faster for sone reason. This man was the reason that she was
here, and she had a | ot of questions for him "I thought this
was the Queen's pal ace. ™

A hol I ow, boom ng | augh danced around the room "This place
is a sanctuary for any who would take it. There is nore than
enough space for all."

"Aren't you worried that soneone will disturb your - your
collection?" Alice wasn't sure that it really deserved the nane
of a collection, but if this man could take down an airpl ane by
hi nsel f, she didn't want to annoy him

"Who woul d do such a thing? No one cones here."

Alice | owered her eyes, squinting at the glowing figure in
the far corner of the room The Garden King was | oungi ng
i nsolently against the wall; he obviously considered her far
| ess than a threat.

Ali ce shook her head. People in this place were starting to
bew | der her. "Cbviously people do. |'mhere, you re here,
Agnes is here, Ray and the jelbeen." She ignored her shadow,

whi ch seened to be pacing behind her in the flickering glow.
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She wasn't really confortable turning her head to find out what
it was doing. She net the King's stare.

"This is a...special case," said the Garden King
t houghtfully. He straightened, stood at his full height. "It
isn't often that we get visitors in this enclave.”

"Enclave?" Alice didn't really understand.

The Garden King pulled a small plaque fromhis pocket; she
could not see his hands, only the plaque held by a Iiquid glow
of light. He pinned a photograph on it, tacked sonething on it
that she couldn't see. He turned his back to her deliberately,
mounting it carefully on the wall between what seened to be an
alligator's head and a popped balloon. "This space is apart
fromyour city for a reason. The rules that apply outside do
not apply in here."

Al i ce nodded; the clothes wal ki ng about had nade t hat
crystal in her mnd. "I've noticed. Agnes - the Queen, |I'm
sure you know her - can make doors open w thout touching them
and Shadow - ny shadow, | nmean - noves wi thout ne and doesn't
even | ook like ne."

A sound like gravel falling into water rippled through the
room as the Garden King chuckled. He turned back to her. "Wy
did you cone here?"

"Because | followed you, of course.”
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The Garden King | ooked at her silently for a nonment. "I was
afraid of that. | had hoped that you didn't see ne, that you
were only walking in the sane direction.” Alice noticed that

his feet left no marks on this floor. She didn't know if it was
t he pal ace or the enclave, but he'd definitely marked the
street. Strange that this floor resisted. The King stared at

her a nmonment nore; if she didn't think he was upset, she

woul d' ve thought he was admiring her dress. "It is inpressive
that you survived the judgnent. | think you should | eave as
soon as you can." He turned to go.

"Is that a threat? Wit, don't go!" It was too late. The

glow ng figure had already slipped out the door, and by the tine

she reached it and skidded out into the hall, there was nothing
to see. No footprints, no glow - it was as if he had never been
there at all. She turned back into the room The small plaque

in the corner caught her eye.

She wal ked over to it. The sanme canoufl age figure stared
back at her, standing on a dark street in the rain, holding up a
mangl ed notepad with a broken pencil lying shattered in the coi
hol di ng t he pages together. Above it, the actual notebook and
pencil were pierced through with a large nail. The ink had run
in the rain, trickling down the paper fromthe nail |ike blood

froma wound. Alice could barely nmake out a word on it: TWO
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fRI ES. She reached out a finger tentatively, touched the paper,
recoiled at the hint of wetness. Her finger was sneared with
black ink. It shouldn't still be wet - that was days ago! She
touched it again, but it only helped to get nore ink on her
fingers. She w ped her fingers on her dress absent m ndedly,
then started. Good thing | wore black, she thought. The ink
vani shed into the dark cloth without a trace.

She stepped back out into the hall, casting one |ast glance
back at the plaque with the airplane wheel. She wondered if
anyone had been hurt; it seened inpossible that anyone woul d
survive that burning weckage. She renenbered the warning: "You
must find out why, or you will die here." Certainly the place
seened to be getting nore hostile by the nonent. She closed the
door and turned around.

The jel been was standing in the hall, apparently playing
some sort of game of fetch with Ray. He would toss a stick, Ray
woul d catch it and drop it at the jel been's feet. Alice
wander ed over.

"Ray, is this your garden or not?"

The fox grinned at her, show ng those disconcertingly sharp
teeth again. "It is ny garden.”

"Then why do you have a King and Queen of the garden?”

Ray's grin never wavered. "Wiy not? It's nore fun than
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being the only one here."
"You coul d al ways have visitors. You don't really need a

king and queen if you just wanted conpany,"” Alice pointed out.

“If I didn't have them then | wouldn't have a palace. It's
not like I have hands." Ray held up a paw.

Alice sighed. Another thing she had to concede. It would
be difficult to build without hands. Not that she had ever
really built anything. She had tried once, though. She flexed
her fingers, renenbering.

Alice could feel the clay under her fingers, rolling out
thin, rope-like coils which she placed on a flat circle of clay,
wr appi ng the coils around until the ends net. She snoothed the

ends together, nerged the bottomof the coil into the top of the

circle. She shook the extra clay fromher fingers and rolled

out another coil, placing it on top of the previous one. She
nmerged it down into the |ower coil, formng a wall that started
torise up. Coil, layer, snmooth, repeat. It was a cycle, a

sort of rhythmthat she quickly |ost herself in.

When she stopped a couple of hours |ater, she found herself
staring at a plain coil pot, the rough edges snoothed out. It
had a nice shape, |like a vase alnost. She smiled, turned it

around - and her smle faded. The thing was crooked; while
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she' d snoot hed the side facing her, the pressure had caused the
far side to bow out. This wouldn't do.

The nore she tried to fix the pot, the worse it | ooked.
After hours of work, her arnms were aching. She nanaged to shape
it into something vaguely resenbling a vase, although a bit
wobbly. She glazed it carefully, |looping small spiral designs
around the neck of it. She loaded it into the kiln.

The next day, she took it out. It was now a |ight purple,
with faint yellow spirals. She wapped it up carefully.

It was her nother's birthday, so she picked up a little card
that she signed and stuck inside the vase. She went hone; her
not her was there already, so she stepped into the kitchen. They
had [ unch; she had never managed to step into the kitchen when
her nother was there without getting fed. It was a quiet |unch,
t hough - she had al so never managed to have a conversation with
her nother that didn't turn into a shouting match. They'd | ong
ago decided to | eave the conversation to a mninum After the
| unch, she unw apped the vase, giving it to her nother.

Her nother nade all the appropriate gestures, but Alice
could tell that she had no idea what to do with it, and didn't
really like it. They sipped their tea, and when Alice |left the
roomit was sitting on the table. It sat there for a while

before noving to a cabinet out of sight. A couple of years
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| ater, Alice had renenbered, asked to see it. Her nother had
made smal |, pani cked excuses, but the reality was plain enough;
it had been thrown away. Alice had kept her face calm but she
cried herself to sleep that night.

-

Alice sighed under the forest trees. Building, she thought,
Is not ny cup of tea. Not that she could think of anything
that particularly was her cup of tea. She'd always felt very
unt al ent ed.

Ray and the jel been seened to be finished with their gane.
Ray was panting as he wal ked over to Alice. "Tonorrow," he
said, "we will continue. You have the key, yes? Good. Since
you still don't know why you're here, there is only one other
way out. It is dangerous, though.”™ The fox |ooked at her
thoughtfully. "Unless, of course, you want to stay here."

Alice considered. The place, overall, wasn't so horrible.
Pal aces and queens and kings - it was all very adventurous.
Still, there was sonmething... Sonething off, really, about
everyone here, and sonething else that scared her a little. She
shook her head. "I definitely want to go honme.” Not that
there's nuch waiting for me out there, but it's better than the
freak show in here. A thought hit her. "Wait. Dangerous how?"

The fox shook its head. "No point in crying over mlk that
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Is yet to be spilled. Tonight, you should get sone rest."” Ray
trotted away to the door, slipping back out into the wild of the
woods.

Alice yawned. Cone to think of it, she was definitely
tired. One of those doors was carved with a "Zzzz.." For sone
reason, that nade her giggle even as she funbled for the | ock.

I nsi de, she found a huge feather bed, which she tossed herself
onto, bouncing a little as she |l anded. She hardly cl osed her

eyes before darkness washed in and everything slipped away.
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CHAPTER 10

Morning |ight burned into her eyelids, nmaking her brain
scranble to place sonme sort of sense on reality. She opened her
eyes groggily. Sunlight was pouring in through a skylight in
the ceiling. She could snell breakfast coming in from
sonmewhere. Sonehow she had undressed during the night, although
she didn't renenber it. She stood up, |ooking around for her
clothes. She spotted themin the corner and took a step toward
them then stopped as they all marched toward her. As they
junped back onto her body, she could understand why she didn't
remenber getting undressed. She didn't think she would get used
to clothes wal king around, no matter how often she could see it.
There was a scent of strawberries floating in to the roomwth
the breakfast snell, and her stonmach grunbled |oudly. She
wi shed the clothes would dress her faster. Never satisfied, are
we? she thought with a grin.

She found herself drawn along to the kitchen; she renmenbered
the synbols fromthe night before, and found it anusing that the
kitchen was behind the synbol of a cow. Inside, she found Agnes
and Ray seated in front of a huge bow of strawberries and a
steam ng pot of oatneal. It didn't take nmuch to convince Alice

to dig in, especially since Agnes and Ray had al ready begun
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eating. There was little in the way of conversation; the air
was filled nore with the clinking of silverware agai nst ceramc
bow s than with words. Alice wasn't conpl ai ni ng, though
Conmpl etely starved, she dug into the strawberries.

Ray finished eating first. For some reason, Alice hadn't
expected foxes to |ike oatnmeal and strawberries, but Ray seened
to have no conplaints. H's belly was visibly rounder than when
Alice had cone into the kitchen, and there was oatneal stuck on

the fur around his nouth. Alice giggled at that.

The fox | ooked at her. "You do renenber,"” he said while
i cking oatneal from his chops, "that we nust |eave today. In
fact, before lunch. | suggest you pack."

"Pack what ?"

Agnes answered around a nout hful of strawberries. "You'l

find clothes and sone useful tools in your room Don't forget

the key | gave you." She wagged an adnoni shing finger at Alice.
"I't mght be useful."” Red strawberry juice ran down her chin,
but she didn't seemto notice, or care. Alice wasn't sure which
possibility was nore disturbing. Agnes was definitely strange.
Alice fingered the chain around her neck. "It's right
here," she said, pulling the key out to wave in front of Agnes.

"How | ong do you think it will take for us - for ne to nake it

honme?" she asked Ray.
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"That depends on how quickly you wal k." Ray grinned at her
Wi th sonme distaste. "Hopefully it will be faster than you
t hi nk. "

“I"'mnot slow, you know. And if you wouldn't wander off,
we' d have gotten here faster. You're the one who can't focus,"
said Alice accusingly.

“"Now, now, children. Behave yourselves. Al ways good to be
wel | - behaved, you know. Seen, not heard! That's ny notto."
Agnes smiled at themw sely, filling her nouth with another
handful of her strawberries. She chewed wth great gasping
snorts for air in between bites.

Alice tried to eat a bit nore, but found herself generally
disgusted - it was rather difficult to ignore mangl ed pieces of
strawberry dripping fromsoneone's nouth. Her appetite backed
away slowy, then turned and ran.

Unabl e to eat anynore, Alice went back to her room There
was a backpack on her bed, one of those huge ones with netal
frames and enough straps to hold her great-grandfather's rusted
car together. She nuttered curses under her breath; her ribs
were still nore than a little sore. That thought rem nded her,
and she pulled away the bandage to exanmi ne the slice on her arm

She couldn't help a little gasp. The cut was nearly

heal ed. There was a tiny bit of a scar, but it seened to be
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fadi ng al nost as she | ooked. Mist be the ointnent, she thought
to herself. She wi shed she woul d've had that for sone of her
other cuts. She tossed the bandages away. Sonething scuttl ed
out from under the bed, grabbing the discarded strips of cloth
with little clicking and grating noi ses and dragging it back
underneath. Alice stared for a mnute. She was slightly
concer ned about her feet touching the floor with sonething |ike
that under the bed. G ow up, she thought. She shook her head
and went back to her backpack.

She rifled through it. A small fortune in clothing was
nestl ed inside, pants and shirts both of a nore practical sort
as well as ones that she could never inagine herself wearing.
Deni m | ay under gol den sequined satin, piled next to silk and
coarse terry-cloth and | eather. She dug deeper, pulling out
shoes for tennis and shoes for running, boots for hiking and
boots for watery winter streets. She pulled out so much that
eventual ly she fell inside the pack, although she didn't know
how t hat could be. Panicked, she scranbled for the outside.

Her heartbeat didn't calmdown until she stood safely on the
out si de of that pack again.

"What the-?" She eyed the pack warily, glancing around her.
Clearly, this place was tricky with sizes. She hoped there was

no other violation of the | aws of physics happening here. First
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the tent, and now the pack. It was all too strange.

Careful exploration of the pack yielded a tent which
contained a small house - nothing so big as this pal ace, of
course, but still considerably |arger than she could i mgi ne the
tent to be. Just to boggle her mnd, she put the tent into the
pack and stuck her head through the pack onto the tent. She
coul d see her legs far away in the pal ace beyond. And to think
that 1'minside a bigger tent. It was too nuch for her brain;
everything started spinning. Dazed, she toppled backwards onto
the floor, pulling her head clear of the tent and the pack. She
shook her head. It was all far too strange.

After her head cleared, she decided she had finished playing
ganes. Besides the clothes, the pack held nore food than she
could imagine eating, as well as tools for starting fires,
flashlights, first-aid kits, and things to keep her dry in the
rain. Al inall, it was perfect for going outdoors with. She
grunbl ed under her breath as she strapped the thing on, but it
was surprisingly light.

Finally back out in the grand hall, she found Ray waiting
for her. The place was warm and cheery wi th sunlight pouring
in, it made her smle for some reason. The fox | ooked at her
pack and nodded approvingly.

"You mght want to dig out an unbrella," said the fox.
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Alice | ooked at the skylights, drenched only in sunshine.
"Are you j oki ng?"

"Suit yourself." The fox trotted away toward the door,
| eaving Alice with little choice but to follow - so follow she
di d.

As the door to the great hall swung open, a huge bl ast of
rain sailed through, smashing into Alice. She was instantly
t horoughly drenched. She stared at her dripping clothes in
bew | derment, |ooking at the cheery sun through the skylight and
the blustering rain through the door.

The fox didn't seemto mnd the rain one bit. The water
beaded on his fur, |eaving sheets of water on the ground under
him but none on him Ray grinned at her. "I did warn you."

Alice said nothing. She sinply stal ked back to her room
changing clothes noodily. Nothing fancy this tinme - just warm
sinple clothes. It wasn't |ong before she was back at that
entrance hall, carrying an unbrella and draped in an orange
pl astic raincoat.

She stepped outside, then halted. The jelbeen was standing
outside, hunmng nerrily in the rain. Agnes was bunched all up
in a raincoat. For sone reason she didn't expect to see Agnes,
but before she could say a word about it, the Queen spoke up.

"I't's about tine you got out here. | want to take down ny
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tent, thank you very much. Children - hmph. They never seem
to know what's good for them Nor nen, for that matter
Certainly Bernard never did." She pronounced it "BUR-nard," in
a particularly contenptuous way. Wile she nuttered, she was
wal ki ng about the tent, yanking pegs fromthe ground in a very
grunpy way. The wind wasn't hel ping matters; it battered the
tent about and whi pped the ropes away from her hands. Alice
stepped in to offer a hand, but the old woman waved her away.

"I may be old, but I"mnot an invalid!'" she snapped.

"I's everyone com ng al ong?" asked Alice. She had to duck as
a rope whi pped through the space where her head had been. That
woul d not have been a pretty accident, she observed to herself.
Not that it was a particularly novel observation, but it didn't
hurt to make. She junped over another one of those ropes that
whi stl ed through the air at knee-|evel.

The fox nodded. "OF course. You're nore entertainnent than
we have in a year. As naive as you are, we're bound to have
nore fun out of you yet." [If the aninmal had hands, he woul d' ve
been rubbing themtogether with evil delight, Alice was sure.
She stuck her tongue out at him The fox ignored her, trotting
off to the forest's edge.

In the dimgray light, she could barely make out the ball,

close as it was. It was cl oaked in sheets of rain that
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occasionally thinned up enough to I et her make out the stream
She shuddered, thinking of the shattered body on the floor that
had been the Yeti. For sonme reason, she felt guilty at the
killing, self-defense though it had been. |f she'd have told
me, maybe | could have talked to it. Her mnd fornmed a picture
of the animal in md-spring at her. Sonehow she didn't really
bel i eve tal king woul d have hel ped. You never know, though.

She pulled the raincoat tighter around her. For sone
reason, the patter of raindrops on the plastic was very, very
annoying. She did her best to dismss it, but it wasn't easy.

Agnes finished tucking away the tent. She pulled her pack
on and trotted off wthout a word toward the far side of the
forest. The jelbeen was already there, and the fox wasn't far
behind. Alice headed into the wind, grunbling under her breath.

She was surprised at the weather. |t had been relatively
clear the last few days, only to turn nasty now. And she didn't
understand how it coul d' ve been clear and sunny inside, only to
| ook like this outside. A gust of rain-laden wind slapped her
in the face, just to nmake sure that she wasn't doubting her
senses. She nade a face as she wi ped the rain from her eyes.

As if it weren't already dark enough, the forest grew
distinctly darker as they traveled into it. The canopy was

t hi ckeni ng, blocking out the little |ight that was making it
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through the clouds. The jelbeen had no need of staying near a
streamtoday, but just in case, Alice had packed several jugs of
water in that insanely volum nous pack she was carrying. A pea
of thunder ripped through the sky, chasing a |ightning bolt.
No, she woul d have no need of those jars today.

Over the constant drummng of the rain, Alice could hear
little. She concentrated on nmaking one foot step in front of
the other, on not tripping over any roots or branches that m ght
stick out in the forest path, which was grow ng increasingly
hilly. Not gentle hills, either, but rocky ones that grew ever
st eeper.

Eventual |y, Agnes raised a hand, signaling a stop. They
stood in the shadow of one such hillside, the rock eaten away
into the heart of the hill by ancient wind and water. It was
enough to keep the rain off, though, even if they had to squat
| i ke chairs had never been invented. The squatting got
unconfortabl e quickly, but the ceiling was too |low to stand up
and the ground too wet to sit on. Alice wi shed the raincoat was
| onger; she could have used it to sit on. Shadow had been in
and out of sight all day, but now the dark shape was hiding
behi nd her, peeking out between her toes at the fox. There was
definitely aninosity there of sone sort.

"You should have a cup of tea, er - what did you say your

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 133
nanme was, dear?" Agnes was nodding at her vigorously, as if
trying to say Yes! to sonething only she'd heard.

Alice was startled at the sound. Too nmuch tine of nothing
but raindrops. "My nane is Alice."

"You shoul d have sone tea, Alice. It keeps the chill out.
M nd you, this is nothing conpared to the winter of '37, when it
was so cold that if you wal ked outside things would fall off.
Maybe THAT is how he |lost them Bernard, | nean. Not that I
don't mss him" Agnes crossed her fingers, "but he once hid
under the bed because of a field nouse.”

Alice | ooked at the old wonman skeptically. It was never
cl ear how nuch of that ranbling was based on sone sort of fact.
Still, the old woman' s babbling was conforti ng sonehow, and
Agnes was handi ng her a cup of hot tea which she accepted
gratefully.

"What is this place?" Alice asked after a sip of the tea.

It was nice and warm but not so hot that she couldn't drink it.
"This place is quite old,” runbled the jelbeen with a
gurgling sound fromjust outside. "I renmenber playing here as a
young thing. There are four springs nearby, not that | have any
need of themtoday." The creature |aughed, pointing his face to
the sky for the water to trickle over. The water had definitely

put himinto very good spirits.
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"You mght find it interesting," added the jelbeen, "to know
that this was a hole-in-the-hill for bandits in this forest as
far back as anyone can renenber. The bandits are gone, now, but
the hole isn't. Even Dandy Ryan hinself stayed here once."

Agnes snorted, but Alice asked anyway. "Wo was Dandy
Ryan?"

The jel been grimaced for sonme reason. "He wasn't nuch
i ked. You m ght say he was nore - well, nore infanobus than
famobus. He liked to strangle people with fancy bowties. Qite
horrid if you ask ne."

"But," said Alice, "there are no people here for anyone to
have strangl ed.”

"That's precisely the point," said the jel been. "After
Dandy Ryan strangled themall, there were none left. Just the
King and Queen, Ray here, and ne. And one other, but I think
you' ve changed that." The jel been nodded at Alice with a
conspiratorial w nk.

Alice's |ip began to trenble. She could feel a |unp form ng
in her throat. "I didn't nean to," she began, but Agnes cut her
of f, patting her hand with what Alice assuned was neant to be a
conforting smile.

"Now, now, dear. You did what you had to do, and you

handled it just as | said you would. Everything has its place
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and tine, even Yetis."
Ali ce nodded, swallow ng the |unp back, her voice grow ng
stronger. "You're right, I shouldn't feel bad."
The j el been shrugged. "Regardless, there are now only four
| eft here, other than yourself. Four who are sentient, that is.
There are, of course, nyriad small creatures here.”

"Sone biting ones, too," said Alice. She clearly renmenbered
that butterfly-like creature inploding into her body.
"There are no biting insects here," Agnes said with a frown.
"Tell that to the one that bit ne," said Alice

Agnes gave her a sharp | ook. "You were bitten? By what?"

"A butterfly.” Alice bit her Iip for a second. "Well,

think it was a butterfly, anyway. It was like a butterfly m xed
with a nosquito.” She | ooked at her hand, but there wasn't so
much as a scar. She could still feel that weird sense of sone

sort of nuscle behind her eyes, though.

"What exactly happened when it bit you? You nust tell nme

everything, girl. Quickly, now. Agnes | ooked quite serious.

"Well, it bit ne...and then it - well, it unspiralled into
nmy skin. It didn't really hurt and you can't even tell now
where it bit ne," she added hurriedly. "It did sonething weird
to ny eyes, though. 1It's like I can see inside-out."

Agnes seened to be inpressed. "A flowworm |'ve heard of
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it, fromny nother, but never seen one. They say that the flow
worns are intelligent - that they choose their hosts selectively
and they do not take w thout giving sonething in return.”

"Take?" Alice hadn't considered that possibility. She'd
felt fine since the bite. "Wat would they take?"

Agnes nodded her head sagely. "They take tine, so |'ve
heard. Not constantly - no, they take it when they want it.
Strange creatures. Renminds ne of this story | heard once about
a dog who liked to walk on its hind legs. | tried to train ny
dog to do that but he didn't want to learn.” She was ranbling
on again, a clear sign that her interest in this particular vein
of conversation had waned.

The jelbeen smled at her. "Most people consider a flow
worm bite to be good |uck."

"Does everyone get the sane effect?" asked Alice.

The j el been shook its head. "I've only heard of one other
person getting a fl ow worm synbi ote, and that person found

t hensel ves suddenly able to levitate. Nothing to do with vision

what soever." The jel been shook his head sadly. "It's quite
rare, you know. 1|'ve never even seen a flow worm not even
once. "

Al'i ce changed the subject. "What happened to Dandy Ryan?"

The jel been chuckled. "I think he put down roots outside of
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the enclave, and finally stopped strangling people.”

Al'ice considered that as she sniffed the steam from her
teacup. It seened to be a m xture of various herbs - nothing
frightening, for which she was thankful

There was no nore conversation. Agnes was busy sl urping
tea, the jel been had slipped into a doze, and Alice was busy
with her thoughts. Ray, as usual, was trotting around sonewhere
outside. Alice didn't think she'd ever uncounted any creature
as restless as the fox.

Eventually it was tinme to head out, and so they did. The
rain had not slacked a bit; on the contrary, it was pouring even
harder. The sky itself grew darker, what tiny bits Aice could
see through the trees. She found herself pulling out a portable
lantern and lighting it. It was al nost night-dark, despite the
fact that it was probably only md-afternoon. The |antern cast
an eerie glow on the trees.

As they trudged on, feet sloshing through | eaves and ever-

i ncreasi ng amounts of nud, Alice caught a glinpse of sonething
of f through the trees as she | ooked over her shoulder. At
first, she thought it was her inmagination. After a while, she
began to think that it was sonething nore. She could al nost
swear that it was the Garden King, although she coul d not

I magi ne why he woul d be follow ng her.
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She caught up with Ray, asking if he'd seen anything. The
fox gave her a concerned | ook and dropped back behind her to
check, slipping into the forest |like a ghost. Alice junped as a
branch snapped right behind her, but forced herself to keep
wal ki ng.

She felt hot breath on the back of her neck, but when she
spun around, there was nothing there. She | ooked around wildly,
finding nothing. She felt stupid. "Stop it," she told herself.
She turned around again, heading toward Agnes, just as a crack
of lightning danced raggedly through the trees. It was enough
toillumnate the face of the Garden King right before her eyes.

She had never seen his face up close before. This close,
she could see that his skin itself gave off that eerie glow
And a strange skin it was. It was snooth, yet had a wood-grain
quality to it; she felt as if she could al nost trace rings from
tree-growh on the surface of it, if only she weren't too
frightened to nove. Hi s eyes were black, like water in a stream
at night, and his hair was wild, unkenpt w thout being matted or
dirty. She stepped sideways to run around him and screaned as
t hunder crashed around her and the Garden King stabbed her arm
wi th sonething sharp. She ran, running so far away that she
coul d see her body sl ow ng behind her, collapsing into a nurky

heap on the ground. Then there was only darkness.
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The city lights floated in front of the viewscreen, and she
navi gated the tank easily into an airlock, yawning as she did
so. She stepped out, stretching her |egs. No one chal | enged
her as she |eft the docking bay, wal king out into one of the
many tubes branching away. She always |oved this part, the
feeling of being in the sea but not. The tube around her was a
nearly indestructible plastic that forned a transparent barrier
between her and the water. Once, so she had heard, fish would
swminto that barrier because they couldn't see it; apparently,
it had been re-engineered to seem opaque fromthe outside. A
ray glided over her head, its wings rippling in the underwater
currents.

There was precious little time for sightseeing, though. She
hast ened her steps. The tube wapped and spiraled down into
darker waters. The lights shining inside the tube seened to
attract small fish the further down she went. Sone of them had
ferocious teeth. One odd fish dangled a light of its own in
front of its face, which Alice found funny; the fish didn't
really seemto have wel | -devel oped eyes so she couldn't inagine
what use a light would be to it.

She turned a corner, comng to a doorway. She gasped; the

doorway shoul d have been closed - it led to the city's police
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quarters - but it was wi de open. The two guards who stood
there, both nen she'd known for years, lay dead in pools of
bl ood. Bl ood streaked and spattered the walls - it had not been
a peaceful death. Sonething was very wrong.

She pulled a small knife from her pocket, unfolding the
steel blade hastily. She edged through the doorway, trying to
stare in all directions at once. Bullet marks and energy burns
marred the tube as she went further in. Snoke stained one
section so thoroughly that she couldn't see out; and anot her
section gave her a view of a hill in the sea floor far bel ow,

t hrough a red curtain of bl ood.

It only took her nonents to confirmher fears. Not a single
soldier was alive. Sonme of themwere not even in one piece.

She hurried out of there as quickly as she could. As she
reached the nmain tube again, the |ights died behind her. She
turned to | ook, shuddering uneasily. For just a brief second,
she coul d've sworn that she saw a figure washed in Iight duck
around a corner. Her ears strained for any sound, but nothing.

She didn't know why she'd chosen to |ive here. At the
nonent, it seened to have been a poor decision. She hurried
through the tubes, turning toward the heart of the little city.
Al'l of the shops and houses were barricaded as she ran past.

She tried to stay in the shadows as she nmade her way to her own
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tiny apartnent.
She' d barely gotten through the door when a voice froze her.
"Why did you cone here?"

It was her commander, standing out in the tube behind her.

She swal | owed hard. "I was at Meadow and, sir. It was enpty,
|l ost. They | anded on the beach even as | stood there. It was
all 1 could do to avoid being captured. | could think of no

ot her place to cone but here.”

"You shouldn't have cone,"” said the conmander grinmy.
"There are few enough of us alive as it is. W drove them out
once at the cost of every man in those police quarters - and
that was just a scouting force. Now, you may have |led a nuch
| arger force to our doorstep. |It's the last thing we needed."”
As if to underscore the magnitude of her folly, a huge expl osion
rocked the city. She could see the ocean floor tilting bel ow
her |ike an ever-slowi ng pendulumas the city restabilized in
the water. The captain gave her a hard | ook. "lcarus says to
tell you to remenber your promse.” He spun on his heel,
runni ng hell-bent for the city's heart.

She wondered if it would ever end. She could renenber the
torment as a girl, watching everyone die around her - but the
sea-cities were supposed to solve that. They'd left the land to

t he i nvaders, except for a few brave souls |ike those in the
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Meadow and. It had obviously not been enough to give up nearly
everything. Only everything in its entirety would be enough.

She grabbed a few things hurriedly - old photographs of her
and her nother and of Icarus Sinian, a few scattered letters,
some small glass figurines. She stuffed everything into a bag
that she threw on her shoulder. She strode to the door, walking
qui ckly, pausing only to snatch up an automatic pistol froma
secret conpartment in her floor underneath a rug as she passed.

The sound of small expl osions reached her ears as soon as
she stepped outside, and the air was filled with distant shouts
and the occasional scream The dying had begun all over again.

She chose a back way, a tube that |ed down into the
sanitation systemfor the city. There was a snall closet in the
back of one of the maintenance offices; inside, she found what
she was | ooking for. The small piece of material felt al nost
like skin. It seened airtight. She placed it on her face over
her nmouth and nose, feeling it seal itself tightly. She held
her breath for the requisite thirty seconds, then drew a | ungful
of air. The first one was al ways the hardest to draw, but that
didn't nmake the feeling of near-suffocation any |ess traumatic.
It was only tenporary, though. Soon she was breathing as
effortlessly as if she had not worn the |ung.

She found a hatch on the other side of the room She had it
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open quickly, slipping down into it. The col dness of the
seawat er took her breath at first, but she quickly forgot about
it. She allowed herself to sink down, well clear of the city.

Above her, she could see flashes of light - gunfire and
ot her weapons - and the city lights flickering as power conduits
wer e damaged. Bel ow her was not hi ng but inky blackness. A
primal fear crept up her spine, driving her upwards. There were
things in that blackness - huge things, capable of swallow ng an
entire tank easily. A human would be | ess than a nouthful. She
swam up, gliding along beneath one of the tubes that was the
city's main street. Above her, panicked citizens ran about, and
the bl ack-clad soldiers cut them down nercilessly. She watched
in utter silence - not a sound made it through the water. Here
and there, a |one soldier fought back, cutting down three, four,
even ten enemes, but there were too many. One of those | one
sol diers toppled down just above her; the face natched one of
t he phot ographs tucked in that waterproof bag over her shoul der.
She stared into his eyes as a flicker of recognition hit them
bot h; his was chased away al nost instantly by death. A pool of
bl ood wel | ed around his fallen body, and she floated beneath him
inan infinitely | arger pool of ocean water. Face to face they

lay, floating in silence and darkness.

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALI CE 144

CHAPTER 11

Li ghtni ng struck so close that she could feel the heat, and
t he shockwave knocked sideways. She was still groggy, but
managed to pry her eyes open. Wiy am | sitting here? She tried
to stand, but found herself unable to nove. Flexing her hands
reveal ed that she was tied to a tree. Her backpack was gone.
It was raining still; the sky was dark when there was no
l'ightning, but garishly Iit with each strike. The flashes of
i ght showed her a strange | andscape; the trees were far and few
bet ween here, and the ground was grassy. It was very different
fromthe | eaf-covered forest floor she renenbered. A glow crept
over the grass and she | ooked up as it approached her feet.
Shadow was hi di ng sonmewhere under her.

The Garden King stood a few feet away, staring at her. "Wy
did you not | eave?" he asked quietly. It was not a friendly
sort of quiet; nore like the cal mbefore a storm

"I was trying to!" Alice was nore furious than frightened.
She didn't take kindly to being tied up in the rain, and the nud
working its way into her clothes fromthe ground was not naking
her nmood i nprove. Her raincoat seened to have vani shed al ong
with the tent.

The gl ow around the Garden King seenmed di nmer than usual
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Maybe it was just the rain. Alice didn't really want to know.
She appeared to be tied wwth rope, and her fingers were busy
trying to wiggle sone extra roomin the knot. The King didn't
seemto notice.

"I have made up ny mind," he said finally. "You will be
given to Rodgor. He has need of soneone who can wite. |
presune that you can wite," said the King. He |ooked at her
expectantly.

Her fingers paused briefly. "O course | can," she said
harshly. She felt quite insulted. "Wo is Rodgor?"

"I am" cane a squeaky voice. Alice |ooked around, her eyes
settling on an odd little lizard-1like creature.

"Why do you need soneone to wite?" asked Alice.

Rodgor waved his feet dismssively. "These are not very
useful; they're rather too small to hold a pen, you know. "
Lightning flashed in a prolonged flicker that showed the red
stripes running down the creature's back. Overall, the thing
was an orange-red col or.

Alice felt ridiculous. She was being handled |like a
typewiter, passed back and forth between a gl owi ng nan and a
reptile. It wasn't very flattering, overall. One of her hands
felt like it was a bit | ooser, and she pulled it free. The

slack allowed her to slip both hands out of the rope, and she
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fl exed themto get the blood noving again. "I'mnot going
anywhere ot her than hone," she said, a great deal nore patiently
than she felt.

The King | aughed, a deep runbling sound that echoed through
the night over the rain and the thunder. "You do not | ack
spirit. Do you think you can handl e her, Rodgor?"

The |izard nodded. "O course.” He turned to Alice.
"Time to go. | have quite a bit of correspondence to catch up
on. Can you believe that |'ve never even witten a thank-you
letter to nmy grandnother for that birthday gift she sent ne ages
ago." He started wal ki ng away.

Alice didn't even bother noving. "I'mnot going anywhere."

The lizard's stripes suddenly flared, and Alice shrieked.
One of her shoes was on fire. She junped to her feet, stonping
it out. The lizard' s stripes flared again - this tine it was
her shirt that caught. She fell to the ground, rolling to
extingui sh the fl anes.

| have to do sonething, she thought to herself. Her fingers
scratched through the grass, searching for anything. Her hands
cl osed on a stick, strangely heavy. It was perfect. She rolled
toward the lizard, smashing out with the stick as hard as she
could. She connected perfectly. Rodgor went flying through the

air, his trajectory coinciding perfectly with an incom ng
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lightning strike. He disappeared in a huge flare of |ight,
al nost a small explosion. Alice rolled to her feet, stick ready
to hit the King if she had to. He was nowhere to be seen. She
darted about randomy, ready to strike, but he hadn't hid behind
atree, either. As best as she could tell, he sinply wasn't
there. She tossed the stick away di sgustedly.

Her arm burned sonmewhat where the flanmes had bl oomed in the
sl eeve of her shirt. She tried to ignore it, concentrating
i nstead on figuring out where she was. She headed through the
nearest stand of trees.

A few nmonents exploring showed her all she needed to know.
She seened to be stuck on top of a tepui, a sheet of |and thrust
up in sheer walls fromthe surrounding flat countryside. The
i ghtning occasionally illum nated the forest blanketing the
| and bel ow. She strained her eyes for any sight of her friends
- not hi ng.

There! It was there indeed, a flicker of light far off. |If
her eyes weren't deceiving her, it seened to be a fire. That
made her feel faintly better. Nowto get down from here.

A hal f-hour of searching for any way down left her tired and
di sheartened. She ended up sl unping down agai nst of of the few
trees. A tear slipped down her cheek, then another. Soon she

was crying. Her tears pooled on the ground, m xed with the

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 148
rain. It was a cruel irony, of sorts. She had survived war,
deat h, betrayal, and nore, only to end up stuck on a cliff
W t hout even a slight trace of food. She could inmagi ne sone
adventurer years later stunmbling up the side of the cliff,
trippi ng over her bones and wondering how they canme to be in
such a lonely place. She shook with sobs, then wails.

"You nmake a | ot of noise," said a voice at her shoul der.

Her wail turned into a scream She junped clear up to her
feet, wobbling unsteadily. Her eyes wi dened at what was in
front of her, and then rolled back into her head as she toppl ed
over. Only for a nonment, though. Sonething acrid invaded her
nostrils, causing her head to snap sideways as she recoiled from
the scent. She groaned and sat up.

Alittle dragon was fluttering in the air in front of her.

She blinked twice - it |ooked |Iike Rodgor, only it was a dragon.
The creature nodded as if it was reading her mind. "Yes, |I'm
Rodgor . "

"But you are a lizard - er, well, you | ooked |ike one | ast
time | saw you.” Alice rubbed her eyes, but the dragon was
still there.

"Energy makes ne evolve," said the dragon. It was fl apping

its little leathery wings quite happily.

"You burned nmy arm"” Alice frowed. She nust have | ooked
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sonmewhat nenaci ng, because Rodgor fl oated backwards on his
cushion of air.

"You batted ne around |ike a baseball,” the dragon pointed
out. "I would think that we should be able to call it even.”
"But you burned ne before | batted you! Not to mention that
you were trying to - to barter ne!"
“I"'msorry. If I wouldn't have agreed to take you, the
Garden King woul d have added you to his collection. You
woul dn't want that,"” said the dragon. It lowered its neck
meekly | ooking up at her fromunder incredibly |ong eyel ashes.
The creature was alnost...cute, Alice thought with a frowm. She
was sonmehow enbarrassed at the adm ssion, but it was true
enough. "As for burning you, the fire is still difficult for ne
to control, and | was di sappointed that you didn't want to cone
along wwth ne," said Rodgor.
"I would ve been nore likely to agree if you asked ne nicely

i nstead of torching ny clothes,” said Alice angrily.

"Yes, | can see where you're comng from It's very |ogica
that you' d feel that way, of course,” said the dragon. "Here, i
have a proposition. Let's pretend we never net before.” The
dragon spun around in a circle, settling in front of her with an

ear-to-ear smle and eyes that bel onged on a six-week-old puppy.

"My nane is Rodgor."
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The eyes were too cute, despite being set in |eathery green
skin. Alice supposed it was because the creature was mni ature
- there was al ways sonet hi ng about tiny aninmals that endeared
themto humans, she'd found. She softened. "Ckay, fine. |'m
sorry for batting you around."

"Don't be! It was actually quite fun.” The dragon sonmehow
managed to bounce around in the air despite the lack of a ground
to bounce on. "W can do it again sonetine. It wll be fun!”

"Perhaps,"” said Alice. "Wuat is the story of you and the
letters that you need witten?"

"Ch, those." Rodgor's tone was dism ssive. "Just sone
t houghts that 1've had, and a hello to ny poor old nother. She
lives off in a cave in India and | only get to see her once
every few years. Even though she has nountains of | oot to keep
her conpany, | still think it's about tine that |I said hello."

Alice thought this was a very admrable attitude, and she
said so. The dragon actually managed a bit of a blush. "I1'd be
thrilled to help you," said Alice, "but I'mstuck here and it's
wet and |'m hungry."

The dragon made a little clucking noise with its serpentine
tongue, wi sps of snoke drifting lazily fromthe corners of its
mouth |ike incense froma censor. "Stuck? What do you nean?"

Alice alnpost started to cry again, but sonehow she managed
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to retain sone dignity. "I can't get down. |[|'ve wal ked all the
way around this place and everywhere it's so far down that if |
fell I"'d die. | really don't want to die," she confided.

"Ah, dying. It's not so bad, really. Do it all the tinme,"
smled the dragon. For sone reason, that didn't nake Alice fee
the least bit better. "Wy are you here?" asked Rodgor suddenly.

"Because | want to go hone," said Alice. The answer cane to
her suddenly. At first, it didn't nake sense even to her, but
it grewon her. "I'mhere because |I'mon ny way hone, and ny
journey took me here."

Rodgor nodded gravely, but with a hint of a smle. "It's
good that you know why you're here. This garden is a dangerous
place to be without a goal." He pointed to a tree in the
center. "The exit," he said casually, "is in that tree."

Alice started to walk toward the tree with Rodgor foll ow ng
al ong, but she stopped suddenly. Turning to the dragon, she
asked. "Wy did the Garden King tie me up?"

The dragon snorted, then coughed the snorted snoke out of
his lungs. "So that you wouldn't run away, of course.”

"Run away? Wiy would | run away?" asked Alice.

"You know, girl alone in a stormy forest at night confronted
by a scary glowi ng man and fire-mander; what else do you really

expect?" Alice found herself chuckling that a dragon was being
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phi |l osophical. "And obviously," continued Rodgor, "this is not
a place where you want to blindly run. 1It's a |ong way down."

Alice could agree with that. Although she wasn't sure that
she woul dn't have run; she renenbered bei ng jabbed with
sonet hi ng sharp before she blacked out. Still, that view nade
her stomach a little queasy. It wasn't so rmuch the hei ght which
she was fairly used to. Rather, it was the sharp uplifted rocks
near the bottom which bored pointy stalagmtes |ike sharp teeth.
She' d al ways thought of stalagmtes as belonging in cave floors,
not outdoors, but these proved otherw se. She focused on the
tree, and sonething about that focus triggered her vision to
switch again. She could nake out the outline of a door now, and
funbl i ng around once again yielded her a lock. For a mnute she
was pani cked, thinking that she had no key, but the cool touch
of the nmetal key against her skin rem nded her that it was on
the chain. At least he left me this, she thought. She pulled
it out and turned it into the | ock; the door opened effortlessly.

| nside, a staircase descended down as far as she could see.
Taki ng a deep breath, she stepped inside. Just have to take
themone at a tinme, she thought, starting with this one. Just
as she thought "this one,"” her foot stepped on the top of the
stone stairway.

Rodgor followed her. For sone reason, she found this
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extrenely funny. It could be so Ionely outside of this garden,
but now she was starting to feel |ike there was never any peace
inside - notinme to be alone. After this is done, thought
Alice, | will nap for at |east 48 hours. She chuckl ed al oud at
t he thought, which earned her a strange | ook fromthe dragon as
t he noi se bounced up and down the staircase and off into the
di st ance.

"Wul d you mnd being just a tiny bit quieter?" asked
Rodgor .

"Well, not really,” said Alice, "but it is nore fun to be
| oud. " She was finding the sound of her echoes to be great fun.
The walls were swirling in neon colors now, having left the
plain gray stone far behind. The inside of the tepui seened to
be conposed nore of color than of matter. For sone reason, that
didn't seemthe least bit strange to Alice. "Wat are the
col ors?" she asked the dragon.

"They're | ost souls trapped here," said Rodgor. "Every tine
soneone enters the garden and dies w thout |earning how to
| eave, an extra color is added here.”

Alice eyed the walls with distinctly nore respect. "Mybe
you should teach ne how to | eave, so that | don't die here,"
said Alice.

Rodgor shook his head sadly. "Unfortunately, the way out is
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different for every visitor to the garden. A few find their way
out, but there is nothing I could tell you that would hel p you.
Just trust yourself and you'll be fine." The dragon grunbl ed
soret hing under his breath - Alice could barely make out "...not
that I know why |'m hel pi ng humans..."

"I wll wite the letters for you,"” Alice offered, seeing
her chance. It got the desired reaction.

"You' d do that?" The dragon was pathetically excited. It
hopped and bounced and its forked tongue was hangi ng out while
it panted. It rem nded Alice nostly of a dog.

"Yes, |I'd be happy to." She couldn't help a kind sm e,
genuine this tine.

"Then we go first to ny hone," said Rodgor happily.

Abruptly the ground slipped out fromunderneath Alice's
feet, and she found herself sliding down a | ong chute that
turned suddenly upwards at the end. The dragon was hangi ng on
to her shoulder with tiny claws that dug in and left little
drops of blood staining her shirt. She was sliding so fast that
she had no tinme to stop; her nmomentum flung her up into the air,
dragon and all. She had tinme for a quick glance down and a gasp
of shock at how high she was, and then she found herself
crashing into a tree.

It was a giant squirrel's nest that saved her life - that,
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and the pond underneath. The nest was soft, cushiony, |ined
with stolen bird's feathers and brittle twgs. Her |anding made
it explode into a blast of feathers as it disintegrated beneath
her, | eaving a gaping hole that dropped her down into
surprisingly warmwater far below. The few seconds it took to
cl aw her way back to the pond's surface were just |ong enough to
wet her face enough for the dirt, sticks, and feathers floating
onit to stick. She frowned at her reflection. Tarring and
feathering - that's what they used to call this. The grine was
insult added to injury, of course. She ducked under the water
again. At least this time |I chose to get wet, she thought.

She canme up again sputtering, but feeling much better. The
dirt and feathers were gone from her face, which she found quite
cheering. She struck out for the shore, which lay only a few
feet away. Alice thought it strange that a pond should be so
small, yet so deep. She pulled herself out, sighing at the
state of her clothes. She always hated bei ng soaked, hated the
time it took to dry off. The pond was strange; it had no stream
attached to it, and it was alnbst a perfect circle. It was
barely wi de enough to have caught her, which surprised her. She
| eaned over, peering in. Her reflection stared up at her.

There was sonet hing el se, though.

* k%
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Alice stared in shock at the rubble that had been her hone.
She snoot hed her hair back, ignoring the shreds of bl oody cloth
that dangled fromher arns. The blast had shredded her
clothing. Even her nother was covered in blood, her clothes
ragged and the little bag she carried stained a dirty rust-
brown. Alice could see Evel yn's wooden body sticking out bel ow
a chunk of concrete that had once formed part of a wall. She
tried to grab Evelyn, but it was no use; the concrete was too
heavy. She sat down, rocking back and forth and crying softly.
Her nother's hand on her shoul der nmade her | ook up through her
tears.

"We don't have much time," her nother said urgently. "Cone!"
She began to run, pulling Alice along w thout even waiting for
her to get to here feet. The streets they ran along were dirty.
There were bl oodstains here and there, and fly-covered fragnents
of what Alice was sure had once been human. Alice felt as if her
armwas going to be yanked out of its socket; she had no choice
but to run if she wished to keep her arm And run she did.

They took back all eyways, sonetines clinbing over piles of
debris. Alice tripped often, scratching her hands and el bows
and knees, but her nother pressed on relentlessly. Wth her
free hand, she tried to wi pe sone of the tears from her eyes but

only succeeded in creating a bloody, dirty smear across her
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face. She m ssed Evelyn. The doll had been her constant
conpani on for years.

Just when she thought she couldn't run any | onger, her
not her pulled her to a sudden halt, pushing her against a wal
and peering around a corner. Alice craw ed down onto her hands
and knees, peeking between her nother's legs at the street
beyond. Her nother seened too frozen to make her go back, so
she stayed.

A nob of people filled a square, carrying bricks, broken
bottl es, bent pipes, knives, and baseball bats. They seened to
be mlling around in a circle shouting. Cries of "Traitor!"
reached her ears. "Traitor," and "witch," and "liberal" - and
nore than a few words which her nother had forbidden her to
repeat; sone of those words inplied incest and worse on the part
of whonever they were shouted at. Suddenly, a rope was tossed
over a streetlight, and it seened |ike only a second before
someone was drawn up, kicking out vainly at the air. The nob
went wild, mlling around in a giant circle that drew ever
closer to the hanging figure |like noths circling a flane,
beati ng and kicking and tearing at the still-living victim Not
that the victimwas living for long, of course. The mlling
stopped; the nob marched off away fromthe still body, heading

on in search of nore victinse. For an instant there was sil ence,
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and then the body abruptly slunped into the street; the rope had
apparently not been fastened well. Wen the | ast stragglers
fromthe nob had gone and the street was clear, Alice's nother
ventured out cautiously, tugging her to foll ow

Ali ce shuddered as they approached the center of the square.
She could clearly see a pool of blood on the ground, sneared
with footprints and spattered here and there. The crunpled body
on the ground grew clearer as she wal ked cl oser. She wanted to
| ook away, but something made her | ook anyway. It was strange
what vi ol ence could do, she thought, |ooking at the m ddl e-aged
face of a woman. That face was oddly calm despite the viol ence
that had been inflicted on its body. The woman had been weari ng
a black shirt. It was untouched on the top; as Alice's gazed
travel ed down to the waist, it becane ragged. The shirt had
been tucked into jeans, shreds of which still hung fromthe
wai st. Bl ood drenched the worman's wai st, obscuring whatever
damage had been done there, but there were deep gashes in her
t hi ghs, and by her knees, there was bone showi ng. Her feet were
conpl etely bare of skin and nuscle; only white bone renai ned,
| ooking pink with streaks of blood. It |ooked as if soneone had
been constructing her fromthe top down, and only conpleted the
skel eton bel ow the waist. Alice sonehow managed not to vomt,

but her nother was not so strong.
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For some reason, Alice reached out to touch the dead woman's
bony ankl e when her nother's back was turned. The body
twtched, and Alice junped. She junped again when her nother's
hand grabbed her shoul der.
"What are you doi ng?" Her nother's voice was hysterical,

but hoarse fromvomting. Alice recoiled both fromthe tone and

the snell.
"Nothing!™ Alice was trenbling with fear and nore than a
smal | helping of guilt. "Nothing, mama, | promise!™ A prom se

was the strongest oath she knew.

Her nother stared into her eyes for a | ong noment, focusing
on one and then the other eye, |ooking hard for guilt. Alice
coul d see the gears spinning, the needle wavering from | NNOCENT
to GULTY with each shift of her nother's eyes. Finally her
not her strai ghtened, | ooking around her. "W can't stand here
any longer," she said. Once again they were off, Alice being
pul l ed al ong. The streets swept into a blur of darting, hiding,
runni ng, panicking - over and over.

They reached the edge of the city, ducking behind an
abandoned house on the edge of a field as a patrol passed by.
The sol di ers seened cheery, marching along with a song and not
so nmuch as a glance at the dead bodies cluttering the roadside.

Here and there a tank clattered by. Alice winced every tine the
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tanks' tracks passed over a body, but the drivers made not the
slightest effort to turn away.

When the patrol was gone, Alice's nother pointed across the
road, to the trees which marked the begi nning of a wood. "Run
for it, and keep your head down," she hissed. Then she darted,
runni ng as quickly as she could. For an instant, Alice was
paral yzed, but fear overtook her as she realized she was now
alone. It was a short instant, and then her feet were running
al nrost on their own. She tightened her shoul der bl ades
together, waiting for a bullet that did not cone, and soon she
crashed through a thicket and into the trees. Her nother
grabbed her, pulling her in behind a bush just as another col um
of soldiers went by. Alice was shaking wwth fear. She did not
stop shaking for a long tine.

After it was dark, her nother finally started themon the
nove. Alice was dehydrated; when they finally reached a small
pool buried in the forest brush and rocks, she fell to her
knees, burying her face in the water and drinking deeply. As
she knelt there, peering at the water and catching her breath,

she could see her reflection. And there was sonething el se.
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CHAPTER 12

Alice junped like a rabbit as sonething brushed her ear with
a buzzing sound. Rodgor went tunbling away fromher, rolling
head over feet in the air. He stopped, |aughing at her as she
w ped the water away from her nmouth with the back of her hand.

"What's so funny?" she chall enged as she stood up, dusting
her clothes off grunpily. She could have sworn that the dragon
gi ggl ed.

"I don't think anyone could hop that high, other than you -
not even Ray."

Alice frowned and | ooked around. The daylight was starting
to glow in the sky again. Shadow seened to be entranced by the
little dragon - his dark head shifted every tinme Rodgor darted
fromone air current to another.

Alice ran a finger through her hair. It was tangled again,
and she had been so happy at having her bath and straight hair
again. Travel was definitely rough on her appearance. Nothing
to do for it, though. Some things can't be helped. "Were is
your house, Rodgor?"

Rodger did a three-sixty circle in the air, rolling belly-up
to the brightening sky. "This way," he said, darting off to the

east to greet the sun. Alice followed al ong sonewhat |ess
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frantically.

Suddenl y Rodgor di sappeared fromview, and Alice found
herself feeling strangely panicked at being alone. She didn't
particularly want to be al one again. The Garden King' s gl ow ng
face popped into her head, and she began to feel fear. Only for
a nmonment, though. Rodgor popped out from behind a tree,
beckoni ng her to clinb up. She breathed nore easily to have him
back.

The dragon crawl ed through a small hole in the side of the
tree halfway up. Alice managed to bal ance hersel f rather
precariously on a branch just bel ow, when she was steady, she
put her eye to the hole and peered in.

The dragon was seated in a large chair, puffing away on a
pi pe and wearing a rather Victorian house robe. "Ah, | have

guests," he said grandly. "Please, do cone in."

"How exactly do | do-" Alice was about to protest, when
suddenly she felt her eyeball popping into the hole. Her body
foll owed, shrinking down as if she had no bones at all. Soon
she was standing inside, |ooking around her in wonder.

There was a fireplace burning nmerrily, and a warm gl ow
filled the roomalong with a snell of burning wood. Persian

rugs decorated the floor, and a carved oaken table served as a

witing desk - if the quill, ink, and paper on it were any
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witness. It occurred to Alice that she didn't think that a fire
inside a tree was a very good idea, but then, a dragon inside a
tree didn't seemto be nuch better. She decided not to think
about that much. She was inpressed with the hone, though. "You
have a very nice place," she said sonmewhat enviously, |ooking at
a bookshelf filled with books in nore | anguages than she'd ever
real |y thought about before.

"Thank you," said the dragon confortably. "Please, sit
down." He gestured at a chair in front of the witing table.
"Hm let ne see.”

Alice picked up a pen and waited.

"Very well, then. The first will be to ny dear nother.
Take this down carefully! 'Dear nother, how long it has been
since we've spoken! At |east four hundred years by ny count.

Ah, tinme does fly so.'" He |looked at Alice sharply. "GCetting
all of this?" Alice nodded. The dragon | ooked pl eased, and
cont i nued.

"'l do hope that you bear me no permanent ill wll.
Circunstances are circunstances, and staying would have neant
that | would have had to share a cave with that grunmpy Srail a.
She never even showered! Now, | know that you do not approve of
so-called civilization, but you nust accept that I ama

civilized dragon and will NOT be party to terrorizing the
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citizenry and making a flam ng nui sance of nyself all around.
In addition, | prefer to rinse the snell of ny last neal fromny
body like all civilized beings. The last thing | need is sone
adventurous villager trying to slay ne while | sleep, and
accidentally getting hinself caught on fire. M nerves are too

weak for all of the scream ng and shouti ng.

"1 find myself now in a Norwegian forest, having many
friends and being generally well-adjusted. You are welcone to
visit me whenever you like. | have collected a nunber of
trinkets in ny tine here that | have reserved especially for
your visit, whenever that may be. Send ny greetings to Sraila -
| hold her noill will, even though nmy nose does. Your |oving
of fspring, RODGOR '" He nodded firmy and coughed. "There, that
should do the trick." Alice was just copying down the |ast of
the letter. She signed the dragon's nane with a flourish.

"What sort of trinkets did you get for your nother?" asked
Alice.

The dragon coughed, a little puff of snoke floating away
fromhis nostrils. "Nothing in particular. Wuld you like to
see?"

Al'i ce nodded. The dragon uncurled fromhis seat, tapping

his pipe out as he did so. He pulled sonething fromthe

cabinets on the wall. "The first thing | found for her is this
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little tray of chocolates. Do you think she'll like it?"

Alice | ooked at the chocolates. Once, they had probably had
nice little stripes and whorls of different colors of chocol ate
on them Now, even as she watched, they bubbled and boil ed
under the fierce heat of the baby dragon's breath. She could
only imgine what it would be like for a full-size dragon. "I
think," she began cautiously - and the dragon interrupted her.

"I knewit! It's perfect. Thank you!"™ He was beam ng at
her. Alice smled weakly. The dragon didn't seemto notice. He
was already pulling sonething else fromthe pile. It was a
rather stiff sponge. "l've heard that this is useful for
groom ng, helps to scratch off dead skin. Apparently it cane
fromthe Ccean.” The awe in his voice was tangible.

Alice eyed the dragon's scales. She couldn't very well see
how a sponge woul d take any skin off the creature. Mre |ikely,
dragon scal es woul d soon wear the sponge down to nothing. She
was about to say so, but Rodgor was al ready pulling out a box of
Havana cigars. "These," he said, "are reputed to be anong the
best in the world.” Alice nodded; she thought that Rodgor's
not her m ght actually nanage a single puff out of each of them
before they were conpletely incinerated. Her mnd traveled for
a second, imagining a dragon |arger than Agnes' tent puffing

away on a haystack-sized pile of tobacco; she inmagined that a
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dragon-si zed creature woul d need so nuch to really get the
experi ence of a cigar.

Rodgor had other things as well, none of which Alice thought
were particularly suitable for a dragon. A Persian rug (dragon
claws?), olive oil sealed in a small vial with a cork
(flammabl e!'), an ivory conb (do dragons even have hair?), an
oi I skin raincoat (spiny dragon backs?) - Alice didn't think that
Rodgor had gotten a single gift that his nother would actually
be able to use. She didn't have the heart to say anything, not
that Rodgor would let her get a word in anyway. She settled for
wat chi ng benusedly as Rodgor pulled out trinket after trinket;
she coul d i magi ne each one ruined, destroyed, or |ying unused.
Finally he had no nore to pull out, and he coll apsed in the

m ddl e of the stack of trinkets, panting heavily. After he

caught his breath, he stood unsteadily. "Now, if she'll only
visit nme, | can give her all of these presents." he said.
Alice nodded. | have sonething nore inportant to do than

deal with a dragon's Mother's Day gifts! She stood up.

"Rodgor," she said, "I need to get out of the garden.”

The dragon scratched his head with a hind leg, nmuch |like a

dog. He nodded. "I was hoping you woul dn't ask, but since you
hel ped ne with ny letter, I owe you nothing | ess than sone help
inreturn.” He smled and stretched, then pushed Alice toward
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the door. She popped out of the hole in the tree, and found
hersel f wobbling on the tree branch, suddenly her normal size
agai n.

It took her a couple of mnutes to get the feel of being so
| arge again. She could swear she felt heavier and nore inert
t han she had before. Crashes and cl anki ng sounds cane fromthe
i nside of the cave, along with dragon grunts. Eventually Rodgor
energed, carrying a huge pack from which hans and | oaves of
bread and rolls of cheese and sausages and green beans and a
whol e grocer's selection of food protruded. Even | ooking
del i berately, Alice couldn't really find anything in the pack
other than the food. At |east, she thought with a wy smle, we
won't starve. She shivered a little; she didn't think she would
like it much if it rained again and she didn't have a raincoat.
Rodgor stopped in front of her, |ooking around |ike the

captain of a ship. "W nust be going," he said.

"Do you think you can find ny friends?" asked Alice.

“Your friends?"

"Yes, the Garden King took ne away fromthem He isn't very
nice," said Alice.

"He can be cranky at tines," agreed the dragon. "Tell ne

about your friends."

"Well, there's Agnes - she's queen of This Side, and there's
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Ray the fox, and a jel been - those are ny friends."

The dragon's breath grew a little snokier at the nention of
Agnes. He | ooked at Alice, clearly inpressed. "You nake
friends well, if you are on good ternms with Her Mjesty."

Alice folded her hands with a nodest downward gl ance. "I
woul dn't say good ternms - it's nore |like she seens to |like
pushing me in the directions she wants nme to travel in, cone
hel |l or high water or the end of the universe." Still, it
feels nice to be friends with royalty, she thought.

Rodgor nodded. "She has a formdable will. Very well, |
wll see if |I can locate them |In the neantine, |et us be off."

Alice followed the dragon down fromthe tree, doing her best
not to fall or snag her clothes on any of the branches. Before
| ong, she found herself doing what she'd cone to do best in this
garden - trudgi ng through what seened to be an endl ess forest.
She coul d avoid roots and ot her basic obstacles in her sleep
now, though. That was good, because it gave her tinme for
t hi nki ng.

Once or tw ce throughout the day, Rodgor had sat his burden
of food down, junped into the air with a strange little dance,
and soared hi gh above the trees. He was doing it again now,
whi ch al ways nade Alice slightly nervous; she was still not

confortabl e being alone in the garden. The first few tines he

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 169
canme back without anything to report, but this tine he canme down
| ooking excited. "Il've seen them"

"Where?" asked Alice.

"They' re about a day ahead of us - not far at all," said
Rodgor .

Alice found herself |ooking forward to seeing her friends
again - even the fox, whomshe didn't particularly |ike. Like
or not, they had been traveling conpanions, and that had to
count for sonething, Alice thought.

As the sun began to darken the forest again, Alice settled
down for another restless night with cold food and no fire; she
didn't feel particularly civilized. Alice was feeling quite
grunpy by the tinme she nmanaged to slip off to sleep; the
darkness sliding over her eyes was a wel cone distraction from
the forest.

* ko

She found herself piloting that strange little tank-1ike
vessel again, gliding through the ocean waves. The settl enent
had been the only place she really called hone, and Icarus the
only person she had really cared for. Now, everything was gone.
She fought an urge to dive to the bottom of the ocean, to stay
there never to surface again. It was blind instinct that kept

her going nore than anything el se.
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Hours later, she found herself standing on the waterside in
a decrepit port-city bustling wwth refugees. That is, if she
could call the listless nen, the begging children, those
desperate wonen struggling to scrape food together for a famly
neal - if she could call this nmelting-pot of human msery a
bustle. She headed away toward the city center. Only one of
t he hundreds of skull-eyed stick figures skulking in the shadows
attenpted to mug her; she quickly disabused hi mof any such
notion - and nore inportantly, anyone el se who m ght see her and
think her easy prey - by leaving himlying bl eeding and broken
on the dirty cenent near one of many rusted-out warehouses. The
crowd parted before her after that as if she was one of the Four
Ri ders.

Still trying to wipe his rapidly drying blood off her
knuckl es, she ducked inside a market. There were dozens of
stalls with every type of food i magi nable, staffed largely by
sul | en, suspicious keepers who seened to expect to be robbed at
any nonent. She managed to thread her way through the dirty,
unwashed crowds to a fruit stand, where she picked out the
| east - damaged | ooki ng orange she could find for nore than it was
worth. Hell, for nore than a whole neal used to cost ne.

Still, she had to eat. A bit of luck nust have been foll ow ng

her, because she managed to find sone ancient teabags in a
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corner of one of those stalls - nothing special, just plain
bl ack tea, but it was strangely conforting. A breath of
civilization, she thought, in an untaned world. She w apped up
her purchases in a little scrap of cloth and headed away from
t he market.

An al | eyway beckoned, so she ducked in, weaving anong the
little-traveled streets in a warren-like maze of houses. Most
wer e abandoned, boarded up; here and there, sone brave citizen
had a string of clothes running froma bal cony, or was vainly
attenpting to sweep dust froma doorway. Alice hardly payed
them any m nd; what fragnents of her attention were being payed
to people were focused on the shadowy figures lurking in
doorways, refusing to show their faces.

A left, then another left, and a right on a dead-end street
brought her to the little house she renenbered quite well. She
didn't even bother to knock - just opened the door and went in.
It alnmost killed her.

Her not her rel axed her finger fromthe trigger of the old
shotgun. "Alice? Is it you?" She was peering rather
suspi ciously out fromunder a ragged ness of hair, |ooking Alice
up and down.

"It's me. Put that away," Alice said irritably. She pulled

out the orange and the tea. "Here, take this stuff."
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Her nother brightened. "Tea! | haven't had any in weeks.
It's so hard to get things these days."

Alice only nodded.

"What brings you back so early?" asked her nother.

"The settlenment - it's gone." Alice sat down at the table
wearily. She | ooked around; the place was even snaller than the
house she'd grown up in, if that was possible. At least it was
cl ean and insulated. Her nother wouldn't freeze here.

"CGone? Invaded?" Her nother seenmed nore weary than

shocked.
Al'i ce nodded again. "They canme in the night. | don't think
many made it out - | nay have been one of the only ones, even.”

Sonething distantly |i ke synpathy showed through on the old
wonman's face. "Wat about your young nan?"

Al'i ce shook her head.

Her nother didn't really respond, for which Alice was
grateful. It was sinply too awkward to di scuss sone things.
The ol der wonan busied herself in the kitchen, heating up water.
Alice sinply watched. It was |ike old tines, she thought, just
the two of themin the kitchen and nobody saying a word. There
weren't soldiers in the streets right now, but that didn't nean
anyt hi ng had changed. The soldiers came and went as they

pleased - a little luxury that the actual residents of this
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godf orsaken city | acked.
Her nmother winced a little, put a hand to her chest.
"What is it?" asked Alice.

“It's nothing," said her nother. "Just a little tightness

soneti nes. "

"You should see a doctor,” Alice said, know ng perfectly
wel | that doctors were rare these days and that her nother

woul dn"t have gone anyway. Stubborn old woman. The i nmage of
her nother lying in a coffin came unbidden to her mnd. For
sone reason, she knew that the wood in that coffin was a
particularly fragrant pine. She pushed the thought away - it
was a bl eak day, but that was just, well - norbid, she thought.

“I wll," said her nother, in the tone that nmeant that she
definitely would not do any such thing.

Alice sighed. "Good." Her nother handed her sone tea,
whi ch she sipped gratefully. She definitely was starting to
feel civilized again. She closed her eyes, inhaling the steam
fromthe tea. It picked her up, wafted her away on thin
vaporous tendrils.

For some reason, Alice awoke full of energy. |If she had

been the type, she would' ve called herself bouncy, even. The

t hought nmade her | augh. Nobody she knew woul d accuse her of
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bounci ness. She wouldn't let them She stretched, opening her
eyes slowy, first one and then the other blinking in the |ight
until her eyes adjusted enough to | eave them both open.

Rodgor sat a few feet away, brushing his teeth and ignoring
her. Alice noticed that he had oddly large teeth. She wouldn't
have expected to see those in a creature three tines his size.
At | east he takes care of them she thought. Considering that
they were traveling partners, the last thing she needed was a
toothy dragon that snelled |like a wet, dead cow. She had to
admt that there was sonething endearing about him

Ravenous hunger attacked her stomach, causing little pangs
that rem nded her that she hadn't really eaten nuch before bed.
She started rummagi ng t hrough the bag Rodgor had brought,
| ooking for anything that she m ght use to start a fire.

She was in luck. There was a little firebow, hand-crafted,
and a notched stick. There was even tinder and a piece of stee
and flint in case the firebow didn't work. She sighed. She'd
definitely get a fire, but apparently she'd have to work for it.
She decided to be practical, grabbing the firebow and stick and
setting to work.

It took her about half an hour to actually get a fire going,
and then it was nerrily crackling away as if it had al ways been

there. Rodgor had taken off before she even got the firebow
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out, flapping his way up over the trees in lazy bunbling flight
I n another scouting trip to see where her friends were. Only
m nutes after she got the fire started, Rodgor fl apped down
lightly next to her. He shook his head, let his breath out
quickly in a fiery blast.

"That was exhilarating,” he said cheerfully. "Nothing like
flight - it's much better than being earthbound.” Snpoke was
puffing out of his nostrils as he panted to cool down.

Al'ice slapped herself nmentally, rubbing the small blister on
her finger grunpily as she | ooked at the snoke. Wy didn't I
think of that? she wondered. Traveling wth a dragon, and here
| am rubbing sticks together Iike a cave woman. She decided to
change the subject before the dragon noticed and sai d sonet hi ng.
"Did you see ny friends?" she asked.

The dragon nodded. "They're not far. It will only take us
about an hour to reach themfromhere.” He started to pack up
hi s food.

"Wait!" Alie protested. "I'mnot going anywhere until | have
sone food,"” she said firmy. She grabbed the pack fromthe
dragon, who hung on with a claw. He reluctantly let go as he
saw that she'd made up her mnd. The feral expression on her

face at the snell of the food m ght have influenced his decision

as wel | .
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"I guess it wouldn't hurt us to eat," he said.

Alice's mouth was already full of bread, and she was
dangling a sausage over the fire. It didn't take |long at al
bef ore she and Rodgor were having a hearty breakfast. She was
focused on eating, but she glanced up and noticed Rodgor eying
her .

"What ?" she asked, spraying crunbs about.

"Well, | was just thinking," said the dragon shyly, "that if
you're not in a huge rush to get back, there is a ghost town an
hour to the east that |'ve never explored. W can still nmake it
back in plenty of tine to see your friends,"” he added hurriedly.

Alice had to admt to being intrigued. She didn't think
that she'd ever seen a ghost town. She'd seen her share of
evacuati ons and nass mgrations, but never a conpletely
abandoned city. Even in the worst cities she'd seen, there were
al ways society's castaways - squatters, and the honel ess, anyone
whom no one cared to take the tine to drive away. She couldn't
think of what it would take to drive a conplete popul ati on away,
especially here. Birds were singing somewhere, and squirrels
chattered away in the trees. It was not a barren forest, this
pl ace; there was a | ot of beauty. Her curiosity got the best of
her and she found herself agreeing with nore than a trace of

excitenment. "Ckay!"
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Rodgor began to hop up and down happily. He m ght've been
only a baby dragon, but apparently baby dragons were heavy.
Every junp left deep little dragon prints in the dirt, and he
managed to dent a tree by accidentally bouncing off of it in his
cel ebratory nood. Before Alice knew it, Rodgor had his pack of
food strapped on again, and was headi ng on w thout | ooking back
to see if she was following. He bounced here and there in
nostly a zig-zag pattern, weaving through the trees with ease.
Alice just had tine to scrape out the fire with her foot before
Rodgor vani shed behind a tree, and she had to run to keep up

W th him
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CHAPTER 13

Alice was sonewhat relieved to find out that Rodgor had been
true to his word. The ghost town was hardly any distance away
at all; she stunbled into the noss-covered wall of a building
before she realized where she was. She wal ked around it, then
| ooked around her curiously.

She stood in the mddle of a street that |ooked like it
coul d've been the set of an old gunfighter novie. The one
street appeared to be the entire town - Mainstreetville, she
t hought cheerfully. There was a battered old sal oon called The
Rabbit and the T-Rex; a pretentious-|ooking General Store; a
bar ber shop narked by a peppermnt pole that twisted its way up
to a shiny silver sphere with a dragon on top; a tall-- Alice
suddenly realized that the dragon was not a decoration.

"Ch, it's you. What're you doing up there?" she asked.

Rodgor flapped his wings nmuch Iike a chicken as a gust of
wind tried to blow himoff of the pole. "It's a nice view,
isn't it." He |ooked around. "Can you believe that they even
had a jewelry store here?"

Alice could believe it. This place |ooked too nmuch Iike a
tourist attraction fromcertain angles. She felt quite benused.

A strange place to find in the mddle of the forest. She
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realized that Rodgor had flapped his way over to a door which he
was trying to pry open w thout nmuch success. She chuckl ed and
mar ched over to help him The door was old and very dusty,
whi ch she hated because it left streaks on her clothes, but it
gave easily with a tiny push of her shoul der.

She shook her head with a grin. Dragons and their jewels.
Thi s place had been | ong-abandoned, but whoever had left did so
in such a great hurry that they' d |left al nost everything behind.
She saw not hi ng obviously gold here, but there were silver rings
and earrings and bracelets, sone set with sem -precious stones.
Rodgor was smashing things left and right in his hurry to gather
as much as he could, tossing gold and dianonds into the air
del i ghtedly.

It wasn't | ong before the dragon was too tired to pick up
anything el se. He'd been carrying around that huge bag of food,
and now he was wearing so rmuch jewelry that it al nbst |ooked to
Alice |like he was arnored. He clinked |oudly when he wal ked,;
the nysterious rattles and clanks com ng fromthat assortnent of
jewelry he was wearing sounded |i ke the noises of a ghost in the
attic. Alice cleared her throat.

"Rodgor, don't you think that you're carrying too nuch?"

The dragon shifted his bal ance awkwardly, nearly falling

sideways while still trying to fix her with a dignified glance.
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It was hard to take hi mseriously, though. One eye was
struggling to stay open under the very real threat of being
poked by three earrings dangling fromhis head. Alice snickered.

Rodgor ignored her; he was plainly still too excited. "Don't
you want sonet hi ng?" asked the dragon. "There's lots here!"

Alice | ooked around listlessly. There wasn't really nuch
| eft. The dragon had smashed everything. She casually tossed
aside the rubble with her foot, and somethi ng caught her
attention. A little box, sealed with a tiny padl ock. She
picked it up, turning it over in her hands curiously.

The box itself was fairly plain, carved wth little stars
and swords and crescent noons set delicately into the wood
al nost as if stanped there by a giant press. She tried to open
it, to no avail. Rodgor watched for a nonent, then edged over
to her.

"I can probably help you open that," he said hel pfully.

Alice was skeptical. The box was al nost as big as the
dragon. Rodgor noticed the | ook.

"I can really help!" he said, turning reproachful eyes on
her .

The eyes were sinply too cute. She didn't really have a
chance agai nst them so she handed the box over. The dragon

opened his nouth, baring teeth as big as Alice's finger. He

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 181
snapped themtogether a couple of tinmes for enphasis, then
opened his nouth wide. His teeth snapped through the lock with
a crash of netal, and little shavings tunbled out of his nouth
| i ke breadcrunbs. Alice's eyes grew large for a nonent. |s he
eating that?

Sure enough, the dragon was nmunchi ng away on the netal.
Alice chuckled. "lIs it good?" she asked.

The dragon nodded. A few nore seconds of crunching and
smacki ng sounds filled the air, along with the noise of the w nd.
"This is prime netal,"” he said, with his eyes half-closed in
gournet bliss.

Alice decided to | eave the "prine netal" to the dragon, as
he was obviously a much nore know edgeabl e connoi sseur of netal
than she was. She took the little wooden box from Rodgor and
st epped back outside onto the street. The Iid opened slowy,
stiffly. It hadn't been touched in a long tine. Inside, she
found a pearl necklace coiled up. She held it up to the |ight.

Each pearl was flawl ess, and there were a |ot of them She
didn't think she had seen anything like it before. Al nost
wi t hout thinking, she fastened it around her neck, feeling the
pearls touching her skin and growi ng warmw th her body heat.

Rodgor cane back outside and stopped, staring at her. "Ww,

it's glowng!" A quick glance at the mrror just inside the
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jewelry store told her that the observation was correct. Sone
part of her was concerned. The pearls sinply felt right,

t hough. She left them on.

"I think we should try to find ny friends soon,” Alice said.

Rodgor nodded. "They aren't far away." He started off to
the forest in that nmad rushing way of his, leaving Alice to
catch up as best she could. She followed, munbling sonething
under her breath about "ungrateful forest dwellers" and
"uncivilized."

They turned a corner past one of the |ast buildings, Rodgor
| eadi ng the way and clinking | oud enough to scare every ani nal
in the forest for mles - or so she thought until sonething
grabbed her nouth from behind. A silent, fierce struggle
ensued. She | ost.

And then the jelbeen let go of her. "I'msorry," he runbled
merrily, "but | didn't knowif it was safe to approach. You
wer e maki ng enough noise for a small arny."

Alice reeled unsteadily. "Talk to him not nme," said Alice,
jerking a thunb in Rodgor's direction. Her heart was poundi ng
with the shot of adrenaline. Suddenly Agnes and Ray were there,
relieving Rodgor of some of his newfound wealth - and his noise-
generating ability in the process. She snmiled at the jel been.

"I"'mglad to see you, though. | was beginning to wonder if our
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journey would end so soon." She turned toward the others.

"Agnes! Ray!"™ Alice ran toward them handing out hugs |ike
candy. "It's been so long, ny dear friends."

"Dear friends?" Ray called to Agnes, |ooking at Agnes with
a raised eyebrow. There was a challenge in his voice.

Alice grabbed the fox up in a hug, twirling himaround and
around. Wen she finally stopped to |l et the ani mal down, they
were both dizzy, but she felt exhilarated. She stood up again,
brushing fox fur fromher hands. Ray was pretending nothing had
happened. Wen she turned around, she al nost junped; Agnes was
right there peering at her.

"So you're still wth us. Good, | was beginning to wonder,"
Agnes said. She | ooked thoughtful. "You know, when | was a kid,
| could never tell the difference between a wander and a wonder

- and then when |I got older | realized that the terns are

closely related.” She nodded wi sely over her nose at Alice.
"“I"ve been | ooking for you non-stop,"” said Alice. "I was
ki dnapped. "

Agnes cackl ed. "Kidnapped? Who would kidnap you? There
are no kidnappers in ny corner of these |lands. | would hang
themup by their toes. M father used to do that, you know -
hang nme up by ny toes and dangle ne around until | was dizzy."

She snorted indignantly. "Nobody woul d ki dnap anyone around
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here. "

"Tell that to the Garden King," said Alice. "He ki dnapped
me and got nme stuck up on the tepui - if it weren't for Rodgor,
| mght have died up there." She sighed wearily. "I wonder if

"1l ever get home. |I'mstarting to wonder if home is just a
fantasy, sonething I dreanmed up."

Agnes patted her head. "Now, dear. We'Ill get you hone.
We're already on the way, you know. "

"Who is on the way, and where?" The voice was eerie, a
feathery whisper tickling the ear. Alice found herself rubbing
her ear, alnost scratching it. She whirled around. Agnes was
| ooki ng underneath the porch of a nearby house. Ray was chasi ng
his tail so hard that it raised a little cloud of dust, and the
j el been was staring at the sky with a gl azed | ook.

No matter how hard she peered, her eyes got a view
of ...nothing. "Wo's there?" she called.

"I asked first," said the voice, floating around her head

like a falling feather.

"I amon nmy way honme," Alice said. She was turning around
slowy still, and still seeing not a thing. "Nowit's your
turn. Who are you?"

For a |l ong nonment there was no response. An odd grinding

noi se filled the air, then the voice brushed her eardrum again.
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"I amcalled Iya."

Alice | ooked at Agnes; Agnes nodded.

"Ckay, lya. Cone out and show yourself," Alice called.

"Cone out and show...nyself? This does not nmake sense."

"What do you nean, it doesn't make sense? You've obviously
seen us, so it's only fair that we see you.” Alice nodded her
head once firmy; that should show him

"There is nothing to see,"” said the voice, in a tone that
|l eft no roomfor argunents. "At |east, nothing that you have
not already seen.”

Agnes had whi pped out garlic and a small pouch of silver
coins. She was busily rubbing garlic on her dress and shaking
the pouch in the air at the sane tine, nuttering sone sort of
I ncantati on under her breath. Alice thought she coul d make out
the words "vanpire,"” and "ghost."

"I haven't seen any other people here, that's for sure,”
Alice said dryly.

The voi ce was a downy nonotone. "The people of |yaopia
emgrated to North twenty-six years, four nonths, eight hours,
si xteen m nutes-"

"I think I understand,” said Alice. "Do you know where the
exit to the garden is?"

"The exit to the garden is wherever you wsh it to be, as is
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the tradition of old," said the voice. "So it has al ways been."
Agnes broke in. "You don't happen to have seen ny pickles,
have you?" Alice just |ooked at her strangely.

"I do not understand the word ' pickles, said the voice.

"How can you not understand pickl es?" asked Ray. "They're
disgusting little rotted cucunbers soaked in nasty vinegar - no
sel f-respecting fox would eat that. Mich better sonme fresh
pheasant eggs. Yum" Alice thought he seenmed to be trying to
rub his belly with a paw;, at |east, she could think of no other
rati onal explanation for the way the fox was jerking his paw
through the air - not in this context, anyway.

"I think," said Alice, "that we should be going on. 1'd
like to get hone sooner rather than later."

"Of course, dear," said Agnes. She cl apped her hands
briskly together, getting everyone's attention. "Single file,"
she barked. "Now march!" She nmarched off toward the forest
wi t hout bothering to check if anyone was followi ng - but, of
course, everyone was.

Alice sighed and followed along - and then stopped when she
bunped into an invisible wall. It didn't nake sense, but it was
there. Ray noticed her stopping.

"Why are you stopping?' he called. "She won't wait

forever!"
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"I know that," said Alice. "But | can't pass for sone
reason!" She felt out the wall with her hands; it forned a
| oose, invisible circle all around her. Ray trotted up next to
her, and then back to the forest. Watever was hol di ng her
seemed to have no effect on the fox.

"Hurry up,"” growmed Ray. "They're alnost in the forest
agai n!'"

It was true. Alice could see Agnes and the jel been at the
forest's edge. Rodgor was gliding in a lazy circle over their
heads, for all the world like a tiny eagle.

"Sonet hing has trapped ne here,"” said Alice. She was trying
to remain calm

"I prefer the term'detained,'" said that feathery voice
Ray perked his ears at the voice, then trotted up and sat down
next to Alice wwth a | ow grow .

"Why am | being detai ned?" asked Alice with some surprise.

"Because | am bored," said the voice.

"Bored? How did you trap nme, anyway?"

“I"m bored, yes," said the voice. "And as Ilya, | amin
control of all of this city's defenses, included the crine field
in which you find yourself trapped."”

"Exactly what sort of entertainment do you hope to get from

ny friend?" Ray was definitely growing, and Alice could see
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that his teeth were nore than slightly bare. She shivered as
al ways; those teeth had points, and those points were so sharp.
The teeth didn't seemto nmake nuch of an inpression on lya,

t hough.

"Well, as | have been trapped here for so many years,
unent ert ai ned except for the repetitive antics of squirrels and
pi geons, | would like a story,” said the voice.

Al'i ce shook her head. "I refuse to tell stories when
sonebody's forcing nme to."

lya's response was | ess than heartening. "I can wait as
long as it takes."

Rodgor had fl apped his way back over, and circled over the
street a few tines before dipping into a building out of sight.
A few seconds |later, an electric buzzing sound filled the air,
| i ke sonet hing shorting out.

"What are you doing?" lya's voice was still flat,
enot i onl ess.

"Rodgor?" Alice called. "Are you okay?"

"Who i s Rodgor?" asked Iya. H s voice seened to be fading,
qui eter.

The little dragon flapped back into view. H's nmouth was
snmoking oddly, and little blue arcs of electricity floated over

his body. He seenmed to have acquired a nervous twitch. "Th-
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there is a b-box-x in th-there that b-bit ne!™ Little tongues
of flanme shot out as he spoke. He seened nore angry than
I nj ured.

"A box bit you?" Alice asked with a raised eyebrow. Rodgor
nodded rat her too vigorously, his head twi tching up and down
faster than any living creature should be able to voluntarily
nod wi t hout snapping its spine.

"Sel f-defense is the right of any living being," lya s voice
conmuni cat ed hel pful ly.

Alice scratched her head. This was strange. "You're a
box?"

"I amcontained within a highly sophisticated array of
el ectrons, stored in sonething you mght call cube-shaped.
Therefore, it is not inaccurate to refer to nme as a box."

Alice started | aughing. Ray and Rodgor both | ooked at her
oddly. She shook her head. "No, it's okay. lya is a conmputer!”

"What's a conputer?" The question came simultaneously from
Ray and Rodgor.

"A conputer!”™ For the first time, lya's voice sounded
excited. "I aman advanced artificial intelligence, capable of
managi ng the entirety of |yaopia wthout requiring outside
intervention. | am in fact, capable of self-repair, self-

defense, and self-propagation. | am NOT a conputer."”
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Ray and Rodgor both | ooked bl ank. Too many strange words,
Al i ce supposed. She sighed.

"Let ne out of this - this crine field, or I wll have you
destroyed,” said Alice. "lI'mnot a crimnal, and | won't tel
you a story!"

Suddenly a vice-like pressure gripped her throat, squeezing
ever-tighter. Her heart skipped a few beats. The adrenaline
shooti ng through her body touched sonething |like a nuscle behind
her eye. Her vision shifted, and if she hadn't been held up by
her throat, she m ght have fallen over

She could see the wall around her now, a wavery curtain of
transparent green energy. A tendril of that energy had
detached, floating to her body. She couldn't see it, but she
coul d guess well enough that it was that tendril which was
wr apped around her neck and tightening. At a snail's pace.
Al'ice woul d have | aughed at the ridiculous pace if she weren't
worried. At this rate, though, she wouldn't be properly
strangled for at least a few hours. Still, it was worrying.
"Ray! Rodgor! Help! Get it off of nme!™ She swall owed agai nst
the tendril, which wasn't very difficult - yet.

Ray and Rodgor both | ooked at her oddly. For a second, she
t hought they nust be stupid, but then it occurred to her that

they couldn't see the force around her throat.
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"All threats to the existence of the Iya nust be
termnated."” The voice was enptionless again. "Your existence
has been deened to be such a threat. Prepare for termnation.”

Alice winced. She just wi shed that she had sonething to sit
on, because she didn't think she could sit on the ground w t hout
hangi ng herself. She could see Shadow |l ashing its tail in a
feline panic. Experinentally, she wedged a finger between that
i nvisible force and her neck. Pushing as hard as she could, she
barely managed to gain an extra inch of breathing room before
her strength gave out. The tendril stayed stretched, though.
Alice estimated that it would take about a hal f-hour for that
breathing roomto be |ost again. She |ooked at the fox and the
dragon. "That box - you'll have to DE-S-T-R-O1 it sonehow. "
She couldn't risk saying the word, or even spelling it
correctly; it wouldn't help if she warned lya that they were
going to attack it. No, it wouldn't help at all

"Destr-" Ray started, and then stopped suddenly. "I
understand.” He gestured with his head toward the buil ding.
"Rodgor, your nane is?" At the dragon's nod, he continued.
"Let's go. We have work to do." He launched hinself toward the
box-building in a dead run, and the dragon foll owed behi nd.

Noi ses sounded fromthe building, crashes and bangs and

general mayhem She hoped Iya hadn't noticed. Suddenly, the
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pressure on her neck started to tighten faster. |ya noticed,
she thought. She panicked, forcing her fingers through the
tendril and managing to regain an inch, but it was quickly | ost
as the tendril wapped tighter and began to crush the string of
pearls into her throat. She started to fight for air, gasping
vainly for breath that wouldn't flow through her constricted
airway. The pearls, which she had thought so beautiful, were
now hel ping to strangle her. Spots started to dance in front of
her eyes, then a creeping bl ackness inched over her field of
view fromthe outside in. The last thing she saw was Shadow s
tail, hardly twtching now That darkness net in the center by
her nose, |eaving her aware of a |ast nenory of Shadow s tail,

t hen of not hi ng.
ko

The mnister droned on. "...leaving the Valley of
Shadows. . .sticks and cups...treasures and gol den streets--"
Alice tuned himout. There was a small crowd gat hered round the
sober pine box; all wore black and sone old wonen carried bl ack
parasols to shield against the scorching sun. G avestones stood
upright, thrust up evenly fromthe hill in neat little rows |ike
teeth. Each tooth guarded the nouth of a grave, marking a
threat to the sky in case the blue giant had any plans of trying

to snatch the grave's victimaway. The hill was a nonster
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Alice realized. She turned her attention back to the coffin.

The ol d woman i nside | ooked nmuch |ike her, only older. Her
skin was drawn and winkled. They had never gotten along, Alice
and her nother. It was a pity that the old woman's heart had
given out, but Alice set her face firmy. It was her nother's
own fault. She'd asked her nother to visit a doctor, but there
was too nmuch pride in the old wonman, too nuch of a sense that
not even death could touch her. Death had not only touched her,
it had reached inside her and tw sted her heart, killing the
nmuscl e before the rest of the body died. A frisson rippled
through Alice's body. Sone people said that it neant your grave
had been stepped on.

A few strong nen capped the coffin, nailing the lid in place
and lowering it into the ground. One of those teeth hovered
nmenaci ngly over the hole in the ground; nessages were carved
intoit like cavities. Alice supposed that hunans were to a
gravestone what bacteria-filled plague were to a tooth. The
nessage marked that here lay one Laura WIkin, a good woman
taken by a heart attack. The nourners shoveled dirt in, heavy
cl ods hamrering on the holl ow wood until it was conpletely
covered. They snoothed it over carefully, then the mnister said
a few nore words - sonething about a better place. Let himtry

it and then we'll see if he still feels that way, Alice thought,
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her teeth clenched. The crowd trickled away. There wasn't so
much as a breeze - just the bare, toothed hilltop and the sun
burning down. The humd air was starting to nake her sweat, but
she took a few extra nonents to stonp the dirt down firmy. She
turned her back on it and wal ked down the little path.

At the foot of the hill, a scraggly tree - conpletely bare
of | eaves, which was odd for this tine of year - reached dully
to the sky. Alice found herself sliding down with her back to
it until she sat on the ground against the tree. She couldn't
really decide if she was upset. A blankness filled her so that
she couldn't think. She stared up at the hill for a long tineg,
so long that the noon crept up behind it and peeked out at her
before she realized how nuch tinme had passed.

Eventual ly she found herself sobbing a little. She had
failed a prom se, and she had always nmade it a point to keep
every prom se she nade. |If she had truly protected her nother
she woul d have forced her to see a doctor. Alice tried to tel
hersel f that she hadn't known anything was wong, but she knew
better; she had, and she had taken the easy way out. She
brushed the tears away eventually. It wasn't helping her to
feel better in the |east.

She knew she ought to go honme, but sonmehow goi ng back to a

dark, enpty apartnent didn't appeal to her. She had nowhere
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el se to go, though. Her nother's place was enptied, already
bei ng occupied by a poor famly desperate to get a place away
fromthe refugee canps. New Atlantis had been overrun, and
she' d wat ched people she loved fall and die there with her own
eyes. Nothing there for her, either. She found herself wal ki ng
up the hill one nore tinme, the noonlight throwi ng her shadow out
behi nd her and elongating it into an oddly feline shape. She
| ooked at the grave, patted an errant piece of sod down firmy.
Brushi ng her hands off, she stood and turned around. At the top
of the hill, a man stood watching her, the noonlight casting a
gl owi ng ni mbus around him She turned to go, but he called out
to her.

"Wait, we should speak.” H's voice was deep. She stopped,
know ng that she should probably go honme, but curiosity inpelled
her to turn around.

"What do we have to speak about?" she asked. "Wo are you,
anyway?"

"I amthe King of That Side," the nman said sinply. Alice
| aughed, a short little bark.

"Very funny," she said. She found herself actually getting
angry at the arrogance of the man, pretending to be Death in the
night on the hilltop graveyard where her nother lay freshly

buried. Hs timng could not be any worse, she thought. She
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advanced on him a cool fury filling her with thoughts of
hurting himin revenge for the insult. "Nowtell nme who you
really are.™

"I just did," said the King.

"Don't you have a regular name? | don't know. Something
i ke Honer, or John." She was deliberately insulting him "You
|l ook like a farmer. A good farner's name. Jebedi ah, perhaps?”

She was al ready several steps closer.

"I have no need of a nane," he said. "I amsinply the King
of That Side. |'ve been watching you, you know. |'m surprised
that you don't renenber. |It's no matter. | have only one thing

to tell you."
Al'ice had al nost reached hi mnow. She was preparing to kill
himif she could. "Wat's that?" she asked.

"It's inpressive that you survived the invasion," he said.
"I think you should | eave this graveyard, as soon as you can."
He ignored her advance, turned his back on her. By the tine she
reached the top of the hill, he was already a distant figure
striding down the far side, taking inpossibly |ong steps.

"Wait!" she called. "Is that a threat? And how do you know
about the invasion?" She got no response, just the further

retreat of the King' s back as he wal ked away. She frowned, then

broke into a run, chasing himdown the hill. The King stopped
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suddenly, turning to her.

"You are quite foolish, I see. No matter, you al ways were
headstrong." He was the one advanci ng on her now, and as he got
cl oser, she found hersel f stepping backwards, stunbling as the
hill rose behind her.

"What are you t-tal king about?" She was genui nely becom ng
frightening now, casting quick glances behind her as she backed
up. The look on the King's face had darkened to nurderous now.
She stopped maintaining any pretense of bravery, and ran.

She coul d hear his footsteps behind her. The gravestones
rose up in front of her as she ran, the grave-teeth seemng to
gape threatening at her like a dragon's nouth. She | eaped over
gravestones, stunbled over grave nounds, tripped over her own
feet. The ground was treacherous, and her pursuer was faster
than she. The footsteps were closer now She started to | ook
over her shoul der, to see how close the King was. She had only
hal f - conpl eted the turn when sonething crashed into her head,
knocking her to the ground. How could anything hit nme so hard?
she wondered, then wondered why she woul d be thinking that. She
could tell she was injured. Her hand went feebly to the back of
her head, felt hot blood. Her strength was draining away, being
repl aced by bl ackness that swam up from her heart and into her

eyes. ..
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Alice stood up fromthe pool, w ping water from her nouth.
The watery reflection m mcked her. She'd thought there was
sonmething to see out of the corner of her eye, but it was just
her own reflection in a ripple of the pool. Still, she thought
she | ooked ol der for just a second. She'd always wondered what
she' d | ook |ike when she was ol der. Her older self seenmed nuch
prettier.

Her not her had busi ed herself sonmewhere not far, rummaging
through the little bag she'd carried out of the city. Alice sat
down at the edge of the pool. Little tadpoles swamaround in it,
and not nuch else. The water was not very fresh; when she drank
it, it tasted like the algae floating at the edge of the pond.
She wi ped her nouth and sighed |oudly. She scratched away an
itch on her neck, shrugging to |oosen her clothes. It was very
hot .

“Mama, |'mbored," she said. She didn't have anything to
play with, not even a book to read. A tear slipped out of the
corner of her eye, running down her face. Not even Evelyn, she
t hought with a sniffle.

Her not her snapped at her. "Don't disturb ne - | need to
find sone food or you won't have anything to eat.”

1] But _n
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"No 'buts!'" Now sit down and be quiet!" Her nother went
back to rummagi ng.

Alice sniffled sone nore. After a few m nutes, she suddenly
brushed away her tears as a crafty smle crossed her face. She
wat ched her nother out of the corner of her eye, until she was
sure that she wasn't being watched. Then she stood up, wal ki ng
into the trees. If |I have to be quiet, she thought, | am not
going to sit down. She kicked at a fallen log lazily. Sone
little bugs scurried out frombeneath it and ran away.

She wal ked around aimessly for a bit, making sure to keep
her not her close enough to see. She didn't really want to get
| ost - she just didn't want to sit down and be bored. Her
not her was taking sonething out of the bag, way off in the
di stance through the trees. A branch snapped behind Alice. She
whi rl ed around.

A man was standi ng sonme di stance away, | ooking at her

through the trees with a snmle. "Hello, Alice," he said.

She was suspicious. "How do you know ny nane?" She | ooked
hi m over carefully. He was dressed in plain black. She thought
that he had a hal o around his body, like the saints she'd seen
in a church wi ndow before. Some of her suspicion vanished. |If

he was a saint, he couldn't be all bad.

“"I"'mthe Garden King," he said. "And this - " he gestured
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at the forest around him " - this is ny Garden. | always knew
you' d find your way here."

Alice took a few steps closer to see himbetter. He had a
kindly face, but something about his eyes rem nded her of sone
of the scarier stories of bogey-nen she'd heard her nother tel
her. "How did you know t hat ?" she asked.

He wal ked over to stand beside her, |ooking out through the
trees at her nother. He knelt on one knee to be on her |evel,
turned his head to her . "I know many things.” He |ooked down
at the ground, and stretched out his hand, waving it in a snal
circle. The dirt seened to press in under an invisible force,

i ke a whirl pool that sucked away the land. The hole filled
with water; before |ong, there was enough dirt m ssing and
enough water added for a small pond to be there. Alice could
see her reflection in the water, and the Garden King kneeling
next to her. "If you ook into the water," said the Garden
King, "you will see how | saw you."

Alice stared at the water. At first, she saw nothi ng but
the nud settling down at the bottom formng a clear pool. A
shadow cast by tree branches nmade the water seem bl ack, even
though it was still daylight. The blackness nade the water even
nmore mrror-like. In the reflection, she watched as the Garden

King waved a hand over the water. She junped as inmages forned
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in the water.

It was |i ke watching the tel evision her grandnother had
owned. Tel evisions were | ong-outdated, but her grandnother had
been a collector of old things. The imges flashed one after
anot her, sonetimes staying | ong enough for her to make out,
other tinmes not. Finally she could see a little girl sitting in
a forest. "That's nme?" The garden ki ng nodded at her.

The little girl vanished, giving way to what seened |ike a
graveyard. To Alice, the stones |ooked like little doorways,
all opened to mark where soneone had gone over to the other
side. Oher doors hadn't been opened yet - there were either no
stones, or the stones which existed lay flat. She wondered if
the people she'd seen dying in the city lay in any of these
graves. There was a wonman lying on the hillside. It was too
far away to make out any details. "Wy is she |lying there?"
asked Alice.

"Because she can't decide what tinme it is," said the Garden
King. He flicked his hand over the water again.

This time the images showed a |ittle dragon, only as big as
Alice's arm There was a fox there, and the fox and the dragon
wer e chasing each other around a tree in endless circles. They
kept biting the tree, and little sparks of electricity flew

around each tinme they did so. There was anot her woman, kneeling
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in the street surrounded by a shower curtain. It didn't nmake
any sense at all to Alice. "Wat about her?"

"She didn't know why."

"Why what ?" asked Ali ce.

"Why she's in ny garden.” The Garden King smled, half-
sadl y.

"Why is she in your garden?" Alice asked.

"Because she followed nme," said the Garden King as if it
wer e obvi ous.

"Why was she follow ng you?"

The Garden King | ooked at her. "You do ask a |ot of

questions, don't you."

Alice nodded. "M nother says it's one of ny best
qualities," she said primy.

The Garden King stood up, smling. "lI'msure it is. | nust
be going. You should |eave this place too. It's not safe to be
in a Garden alone." He wal ked off as Alice watched. She turned

back to the pool.

She stuck her finger in the water. It was cool. She took a
sip. The water was actually sweet. It rem nded her of sugary
drinks that her nother would nmeke for her. Her nother always
said she was hyper after those drinks, but Alice didn't think

she was. She took a gulp, then a long drink fromthe pool.
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Soon she was runni ng about singing, not really watching
where she was going. She danced, |eaped about, bounced off of
the trees, twirled, pranced. Her foot slipped into the pool and
bef ore she knewit, she'd fallen in conpletely. She tried to
pul | herself out, but the edge of the pool was too slippery.
“"Mama! " she cried, but she was hal f-choked by the water. She
couldn't swm- she'd never |earned how The water closed over
her head as she thrashed about. She tried to strike out for the
surface, but the water was bl ack; she couldn't determ ne which
way was up. She tried to screamagain. Her body forced her to
breathe, only to fill her lungs with the sweet liquid. She felt
i ke she was being snothered. Soon, the blackness fromthe
I nside of her eyes matched the bl ackness of the water outside,

and everything was one.
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CHAPTER 15

Ali ce opened her eyes. She felt vaguely as if sonething had
changed. What was it...oh! Her hands went to her throat. The
pressure around her neck seenmed to have vani shed. She was |ying
on cool, danp grass, under a darkening evening sky. She pulled
herself up to a sitting position - oddly, she felt well-rested -
and | ooked around. She was lying at the entrance to the garden.
Behi nd her, she could see the forest, a fewtrees at first
thi ckening into the dense tangles that had been enough to | ose
her when she first entered this place. She stood up suddenly.
How did | get here? she wondered. She could see the stone
garden wall running in on both sides fromthe forest, neeting in
front of her at an arched gate nade of cold iron tangled with
Ivy. The gate was cl osed, but she could nmake out the street
behind it. She started to run toward it.

The figure stepping into the gate stopped her cold. She

didn't have to look twice to know the Garden King. A feeling of

dread washed over her. "I want to go now," she said.
The Garden King | aughed. "Were would you go? 1It's so nuch
nore fun here, in ny domain." He was closing the gate behind

him locking it.

"Qur domain! Don't you dare forget it! | always forget

NATHANI EL SI MPSON



ALl CE 205
things, you know. Such a bad habit to get into." Agnes was
t here, suddenly.

The Garden King glared at her. "M nd your own business, you
old hag."

Agnes wal ked right up to himand slapped him He ignored
her, staring over her shoul der at Alice.

Alice steeled herself, then wal ked right up to himand tried
to push himout of the way. "I am going HOVE," she grow ed.

The Garden King casually sl apped her, throw ng her backwards
through the air. She crashed heavily onto the grass, then
roll ed over onto her back, gasping for air like a fish. The
w nd had been knocked out of her. She could hear the Garden
Ki ng | aughi ng.

"I think you should sinply stay here. You don't even know
why you cane here, and there is certainly nothing back there for
you. No nother, no lover - nothing."

Alice found herself staring into her owm face. The other
Alice hel ped her to her feet. They | ooked at each ot her,
amazed. Agnes was staring at both of them shaking her head.

Al'i ce shook her head. Nothing in the garden was as strange

as this. "Wo are you?" she asked.
"I"'mAice." The other worman touched the back of her head
experinmentally. "I don't know how | got here. Sonething hit
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me...and | was bl eeding...but now.." They both | ooked at her
hand; it was clean skin - she wasn't bl eeding at all

"Well, you're certainly not bleeding now," said Alice. She
smled at the other Alice. She decided she'd call her Alice-

t he- Second.

Alice-the-Second smled back tentatively. "That's a good
thing. Were are we now, and why is he here?" She jerked a
thunb at the Garden King.

"He is King of That Side, the Garden King," said Alice.

"That rmuch I know. So why did he hit you?"

Alice found herself on the verge of tears. "I just wanted
to go hone. | followed himhere, and now he won't let ne go."

A dull thud behind them nade them spin around. A small girl
| ay sprawl ed on the grass, not breathing. Alice-the-Second ran
over, checking airway, breathing, and pulse. There was not hing.
She started CPR, breathe and conpress, until the little girl
coughed up sone sickly-sweet-snelling black Iiquid. The girl
gasped for breath, getting it in ragged sobs. "Mama!" she
cried. Agnes was there now, pulling herbs from her pockets.

Alice and Alice-the-Second stared at each other. They both
remenbered that girl well, even though it had been years ago.
Alice put an armaround the little girl.

"It's okay, don't cry!"
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"Enough!" The Garden King was standing in front of them
“If you' re going to nultiply |like pests, I'"mgoing to have no
choice but to eradicate you |ike pests.” He grabbed Alice by
the throat, lifting her off the ground. And then suddenly
groaned, dropped her, and bent over. A well-ained kick between
his | egs by Alice-the-Second had taken sonme of the i mediate
fight out of him

"Run!" said Alice-the-Second. She grabbed the little Alice
by the hand, dragging her toward the Gate. Alice was struggling
to breathe, but she started to run too.

"Not so fast." The words brought all three of them skidding
to a stop. The Garden King stood in the doorway again. Alice
hadn't seen himnove. Little Aice |ooked panicked.

"I want ny mama!" she cried, and the Garden King gri naced.

"Children are such a nuisance,"” he said. "I warned you al
to | eave ny garden, but do you listen? O course not. Children
never listen. Always have to |learn by exanple. WIlIl, here's an
exanple for you!™ He held out a hand parallel to the ground,
and the ground began to shake. A low runble built up, a snal
hill form ng underneath his hand. The hill broke open and a
boul der junped into the Garden King's hand. He hefted it a

couple of tinmes - then with a roar, he launched it straight at

Alice's head.
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The boul der flew true - and was intercepted by Agnes. The
old woman had | eaped into the air, catching the rock |like a
basketball. "Ch, a gane!" she exclainmed with excitenent. "I
| ove ganes." She bounced the boul der on the ground, naking it
shake under the Alices' feet. Al three stood staring in awe.
Only for a nonent.

"I want all of you out!" shouted the Garden King. He began
to pull stones fromthe ground, launching themin a rhythmc
cascade at Agnes and the others. Agnes was fielding nost of
them but there was no way she could catch all of them Alice
screaned as a stone the size of her head flew at Little Alice.

At the last nonment, a shape darted through the air, smashing the
stone into powder. Rodgor hovered in the air. He flashed a
grin at Alice before junping into the fray with Agnes.

The Garden King' s roar grew angrier, and the boul ders
sprouted fire. They burned the ground where they hit. Agnes
took a deep breath, puffing the flanmes out each tine before she
bl ocked the boul ders. Rodgor didn't seemto mnd the flanes -

i f anything, he bathed in them floating around lazily as if the
fl ames were not hi ng.

Alice called to Alice-the-Second. "W can't just stay here!
We have to do sonmething!" Alice-the-Second nodded. "I know how

to fight," she said grimy.
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Nei t her the Garden King nor his opponents were tiring. If
t he noon had | ooked down, she woul d have seen what | ooked |ike a
basket bal | gane played with too many balls, and all of them on
fire. Alice-the-Second darted toward the Garden Ki ng, dodgi ng
rocks. She dove to the side into a roll, conming up with a tree
branch. She stripped the | eaves off as she ran, turning it into
a serviceable staff which she slammed into the Garden King's
|l eg. The damage hardly seened to faze him but the rocks flew a
trace less frequently.

Alice didn't know what to do; she settled for sheltering
Little Alice. The rocks seened to be flying now faster, now
sl ower - but always flam ng. One of them smashed into a tree,
showering her with flamng stone splinters. Her shirt began to
snol der. Seconds later, it was sprouting fire.

She tried to drop to the ground and roll the flanmes out, but
there were too many fiery fragnents of stone in the grass
already. The flanmes grew, and she could feel the burn starting
into her skin all over. She screaned.

The cool barrage of water splashing over her skin brought
instant relief. The jelbeen was there, playing firefighter.

She got to her feet, throwing her arns around the creature in
her joy at no |onger being on fire. The jelbeen patted her head

awkwardly with one hand, while catching fiery stones with the
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other. Steam hi ssed up whenever one of those stones scorched
t hrough hi s skin.

Ray was there, Alice saw. The fox was sitting at the edge
of the forest, tail curled around him He was just watching.
Sonme part of Alice wondered why he was not hel ping.

The Garden King had grown fiercer, and sonehow | arger. He
was now taller than the garden gate, and glowing like a
fluorescent light. Alice-the-Second was still fighting fiercely
hand-to- hand. She had managed to inflict a half-dozen wounds,
but the Garden King didn't seemto feel them Agnes had scored
a few points against the Garden King - scorched places on his
clothes and skin told the tale, and Rodgor was darting about
here and there. He actually seened to be trying to bite the
Ki ng.

Her friends were losing the battle, though. A well-ained
rock smashed Rodgor out of the air, slamm ng himagainst the far
garden wall. He staggered up, wal king about in dazed circles -
clearly out of the fight. Agnes was unable to handle the entire
vol | ey of stones by herself, and soon she was buried underneath
an entire aval anche of the rocks. Fortunately she had nanaged
to extinguish nost of them although the ones on top stil
snol der ed.

Alice-the-Second tried to drive her staff into the King's
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stomach, only to have the stick burned to a crisp. Alice
cringed as the King lifted a foot, stonping down on his snal
assailant with an audi ble crunch of breaking bone. Alice-the-
Second screaned, tried to get back up, but her novenent was
feeble. She was soon not noving at all. There was blood - too
much of it.

Alice felt a sickening sensation in her stomach. She coul d
not win, and there was so nuch destruction. Al she wanted was
to be at home, for none of this ever to have happened. The
Garden King stopped pulling up boul ders, advanci ng on her.

"You should have left the garden,” he said again. Alice
coul dn't have agreed nore.

"Pl ease, don't -" she started, but the jel been had stepped
between them Little Alice had wapped her arns around Alice's
| eg, hiding her face.

The j el been | ooked the Garden King over. "l suggest that
your majesty returns to the forest.”" He planted hinself firmy,
hi s demeanor saying plainly that he would not be noved.

The Garden King lunged at the jel been, who ninbly
si dest epped, bringing massive fists crashing down on the back of
the King's head at the sanme tine as he fired a huge jet of water
at the lum nescent King. A hissing sound |ike sonething frying

filled the air, along with massive clouds of steam The Garden
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King crashed to the ground, shaking the earth under Alice's
feet. The jel been stood over his fallen opponent.

For a second, the King lay there. Then he put his hands
underneath him lifting hinself off the ground. He stretched,
shaking off bits of water. He turned slowy, laying furious
eyes on the jel been. "That," he said, "you should not have
done. "

The j el been braced hinself firmy. The Garden King tilted
hi s head si deways, studying his opponent - then w thout warning
his fist crashed straight through the jel been. The bl ow was too
fast and too sudden; the creature had no tine to nove. Cay and
mud went flying, and water poured out in great gouts, dissolving
the jel been's shell. The water coal esced into a thin, seeking
stream beading off into a long thread that rolled over the
ground snakel i ke back into the forest. The clay was soon dry,
and nothing was | eft of the jelbeen but a pile of dust.

The Garden King rolled his shoulders, cracking first his
knuckl es and then his neck nenacingly. He turned to Alice with
a mani acal grin. "Your pathetic friends never had a chance."

He struck again, hard, with a foot, catching Little Alice in the
back. The bl ow was strong enough to carry through her body,
knocking Alice conpletely off her feet - but not before she

heard the little girl's spine snap. "No!" she screaned. She
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pi cked herself up, dazed, and rolled the young girl over. There
was a hint of life in those eyes, but the hint was fading fast.

Alice broke into tears, ignoring the Garden King behind her.
Not that he was threatening her - she was vul nerable, but he
just stood there watching her. Alice |ooked at her younger
self, stroking the hair. She didn't know how Little Alice had
gotten into the garden, but this was no way for a child to nmake
an ending of things. "You'll be okay," she whispered, but she
knew that she was lying to both herself and to the girl. Alice
just | ooked at her, |ips noving soundlessly. Her eyes seened
bew | dered, uncertain as to what had just happened to her. She
died that way in Alice's arnms, bew | dered but not al one.

Only Alice was alone. Alone with the Garden King, alone
with her friends, at |east sone of themcertainly dead. Hot
tears rolled down her cheeks. She |ifted her head up, staring
accusingly at the fox. The animal just stared back in a calm
snmug "I told you so" | ook.

She wi ped a tear away angrily. | amnot going to sit here
again. She raised her voice. "I amnot going to just sit by
again! You can't do this!"™ She felt a famliar sense of
righteous fury, of a reckless vengeful rage filling her. She
stood up, facing the Garden King.

Tearful, angry eyes stared into cold, dark ones. "Wy did
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you hurt ny friends? They never did anything to you."

The Garden King laughed. "O course they did. They were in
nmy garden. And she --" he pointed to the pile of rocks covering
Agnes, "-- stole half of my kingdom |'ve been waiting a |ong,
long tinme for this."

Al'i ce was shaking her head. "It's not your kingdom It's
his!" She pointed to Ray.

The Garden King frowned. "It's his garden, that is true.
Nonet hel ess, | amregent. It is ny kingdom You failed to
figure out why you were in nmy garden, and you were judged. Now,
| pass sentence on you."

"But-" Alice started. The King interrupted her.

"Enough excuses. You will die now" He took a nenacing
step forward.

Alice felt a panic well up in her - and then rage. She
renenbered fighting in the war, renmenbered watching her friends,
even her |over dying, renmenbered the battles that had surrounded
her when she was a child. Indignation filled her. She was no
coward, to back off before sone radioactive bully. She knew how
to fight; she had killed nore than her share before. No nore
failed prom ses. Sonething clicked in her head - that weird
vi sion was back, and this tine sonething was very, very

di fferent.
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She could see inside the Garden King, but nore inportantly,
she coul d sonehow see every little vulnerability |Iike she had
wth the Yeti. She could see where nerves ran close to the
skin, where bones were thinnest, where bl ood vessels could be
crushed.

She | ooked around for anything that could be used as a
weapon. There were a few sticks |ying sone distance away - one
was big enough to be a staff. She glanced considering at Alice-
t he- Second' s body, refusing to think on the fact that the other
woman had failed. What she knew, Alice knew, and that included
fighting techni ques.

A diving roll took her halfway to the stick - another got
her to it. She ignored the shards of broken rock sticking up
fromthe ground, despite the thousand little cuts they inflicted
on her. She turned to face the Garden King, weapon in hand.

The King stretched out a fist over the ground as if to pull up
nore boulders. Alice hit himas hard as she could; it
distracted him but he sinply closed his eyes and started over
agai n.

Pani cked, Alice |ooked around for any way to make the stick
deadlier. Suddenly sonething sharp in her pocket caught her
attention. The Yeti clawm She pulled it out; it was sharp on

bot h ends, and she sl anmed one pointy end into the tip of her
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stick, pounding it against one of the fallen boulders nearby to
set it infirmy. She now held a serviceable spear

Wth her newfound vision, Alice could see the nerve inpul ses
traveling fromhis brain to an odd little organ, from which the
energy field flowed out toward the ground. She didn't have tine
to watch himpull out the stone, though. Another one of those
could kill her. She |leaped toward him staff extended.

The Garden King tried to nove, but he wasn't fast enough.
Alice scored a direct hit on a nerve that transmtted the shock
directly to that strange little organ. She could see the
stunned | ook on his face as he lost the ability to control the
energy, and she watched as the energy field slanmed into the
ground. A half-lifted stone thudded down agai n sonewhere
under ground; she could feel the vibration under her feet.

The Garden King was trying sonething el se now. She could
see anot her wave of nerve inpul ses traveling through his body,
this time down through his feet into the ground. She could
sense the ground heating up under her feet. Renenbering those
flam ng stones, she didn't even hesitate. Launching herself in
a furious attack, she struck nerves in ten different places on
the side of his leg, the injured sites sending a cascade of
nmessages back to the brain that conpletely disrupted the wave.

The ground cool ed agai n.
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She could tell he was hurt; every place that she'd hit him
and a dozen ot her places where he'd sustained injuries from her
friends - all of those places were pulsing, and with her norma
vi sion she could see blood on his I eg and his head. The pain
signals | ooked distinctly reddish to her, |ike photographs of
hi ghways taken in tine-lapse at night where the red tail-lights
of cars made streaks on the roads. She shook her head to nmake
herself focus - this was definitely no tinme to be admring
anything. The Garden King was pulling back a fist to punch her;
she renenbered what had happened to the jel been and she started
to back away.

It came incredibly fast - she tried to throw herself
backwards away fromit, but his fist clipped her shoul der,
smashing into it. The nerves deadened al nost i medi ately. She
tried to nove her arm but it was hal fway usel ess. She stil
hel d her nakeshift staff with her other hand, though. This
time, when the King approached her, she was ready. He was
preparing a kick. She noved at precisely the right tinme under
it, slamm ng the staff into the side of the knee he was
supporting his weight on. She was rewarded with a satisfying
crunch. She'd ruined the Garden King' s bal ance.

He shrieked, dropping to his remaining good knee. She was

fairly sure she'd broken his other knee. That was fine with
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her. They faced each other; her with one bad arm himw th one
bad leg. "Mire even now, don't you think?" she said through her
teeth, with her nouth in the parody of a grin.

One of the Garden King's hands closed on a fallen stone. He
swng it at her head in a wi cked arc which she just barely
managed to duck under. She caught himin the side of the head
with the blunt end of the spear. He seened dazed. She started
torelax alittle into the rhythmof the fight.

She rel axed too soon, though. The Garden King | unged at her
in a sweeping tackle, catching her |egs and bringing her
crashing down. One of his hands groped for her throat while the
other dug into her free arm She cried out in pain, trying to
nove her other injured arm It responded a little, in spite of
the nunbness. By stretching her fingers as far as they woul d
go, she just managed to grab the stick with a deadened hand.

The Garden King's hand cl osed around her throat now, but she
managed to bring the end of her staff into his tenple with her
nunb arm She hit himagain and again until he dropped heavily
on top of her, unconscious. She kicked himoff, rolling out
from underneath himand standi ng up unsteadily.

Alice studied the fallen Garden King. He seened
unconsci ous; she was no doctor, but she didn't think he was

dead. She was fairly sure that he wouldn't be getting up any
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time soon though. She turned to her fallen friends. Ray was
al ready there, pushing at the boul ders over Agnhes with his nose.
For such a snmall creature, he'd managed to get a few of them
off. Alice stalked over to him

"Why bother? It's not |ike you helped us while it could
have counted,” Alice said in a shaky voice which she was trying
to keep level - not entirely successfully.

Ray returned her gaze calmy. "I amonly a guide. It is
not nmy duty to interfere with your fights."

"But you did in the forest, with lya,”" Alice rem nded him
She was definitely being accusatory.

"That was different. That was part of the journey, not part
of the trial." He smled at her.

"Trial ?"

Ray nodded. "You should renenber. You had to find out why
you were here." He |ooked around at the destruction. G eat
piles of earth had been pulled up, and stones were |ying about
here and there. The grass, so beautifully green not |ong
before, was burnt to a crisp in all but a few sparse patches.
"You mi ght have spared ny garden,” he said with a sigh, pulling
anot her boul der free from Agnes.

A shrill voice scraped its way out fromlittle cracks in the

pile of rocks. "Let nme out of here, you young hoodl um or |
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wi |l hang you up by your toes! M father did that once, hung ne
up by ny toes. M, did the blood rush to ny head. Wrse than
bei ng enbarrassed!" Agnes' voice was nuffl ed beneath the
wei ght, but sounded strong.

Alice's eyes were wide with wonder. "Agnes? You're alive?"

"Of course I'malive. A fewrocks can't keep nme down.
Takes a lot nore than that! Wwen | was a girl, we used to use
rocks for washing our clothes. Nothing to be scared of with
rocks, you know. " She sounded far away still.

Alice turned to Alice-the-Second. And froze, because the
woman' s body wasn't there. She wal ked over to the place where
she'd seen the wonan fall. There was bl ood on the ground, to be
sure - nmassive quantities of it that nmade Alice wince to | ook
at, and the staff was burned to a crisp. There was no body,

t hough. Alice | ooked around wonderi ngly.

She couldn't see Little Alice either. The girl's body had
vani shed just as conpletely as the wonan's. There was no trace
of either one. Alice was sure no one el se had entered the
garden during the fight - she woul d' ve seen them She turned
around agai n.

Agnes was just pulling herself clear of the stack of rocks.
Alice rushed to the old woman, throwi ng her arnms around Agnes

rail-thin body. "You' re okay!" Alice said wonderingly.
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Agnes nodded. "It takes nore than a stack of rocks to take
down a queen for good." She dusted off her hands on her dress,
| ooki ng none the worse for wear. "He doesn't | ook so good,

t hough," she said, pointing at the fallen Garden King, who was
| yi ng prone and sil ent except for the occasional unconscious

groan. Agnes | ooked at Alice appraisingly. "Not a bad job for

a young one. | knew you could handl e things."
"I alnpst didn't," said Alice. Her face fell. "The jelbeen
- he got hurt, | think."

"Ah, that was a scratch. Water seeks water, you know.
He' Il be back in his old pool by now, if ny instincts are any
good. 1've always |oved pools - ny auntie used to have one and
we'd go swinm ng every single summer, you know" The old woman
suddenly seened to renenber sonething. "Ah, your friends...the
wonman and the girl - who were they?" She |ooked around agai n.
"Where are they?"

Alice swallowed a lunp in her throat. "They were just ny
friends, like you said.”™ She had no answer for the second
question, but sone part of her felt like all was right with the
wor | d.

Agnes stared at her for a nonent, then nodded to herself.
"Very well. So, | suppose you'll be |leaving us now?" She

nodded toward the gate.
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Alice felt torn, which surprised her. She had expected to
feel conpletely ready to | eave, to have not the |east bit of
hesi tation about going hone. Rodgor was back on his feet,
waddl i ng unsteadily over to her, and Ray had sat down near by.
Al'l three were watching her intently.

Alice took a deep breath and nodded. "I have to, | think."
She sniled suddenly. "I don't knowif | could take anynore
excitement - your garden is very demandi ng!"”

The fox grinned at her for sone reason at that, and Rodgor
hugged her ankle. Alice straightened herself, wanting sone
dignity in her farewell. A hug for the old woman, and a quick
cuddl e for Rodgor, and then there was only Ray left. She
crouched down to the fox's eye level. "Thanks for being ny
gui de," she said seriously.

Ray just nodded. "It's nice to have sone fun once in a
while - even if it is babysitting another |ost soul who doesn't
know why she's here.” He was grinning at her for some reason

Al'ice stood up, nodded once firmy at her friends, then
turned her back on themand faced the gate. The tall iron stood
waiting for her. She wal ked over to it, put a hand on it to
open it. It wouldn't budge. There was a tiny keyhole on the
gate, and it seened to be |ocked shut. A quick rattle of the

gate told her that it was too strong to force.
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For a brief instant Alice felt panic. | don't think | can
take anynore of this place, she thought, a tear starting to
slide down her face. She was just about to slunp down in defeat
when she renenbered the little key in her pocket. She pulled it
out - whew, it's all in one piece! - and stuck it into the | ock.
As Agnes had promised, it fit perfectly. The gate swing
snoot hly open and Alice stepped back out onto a bright street
illumnated by a |l ate afternoon sun in a clear sky.

Poke. . . poke. .. poke... Sonething prodded into Alice's arm
and into her consciousness. Sonething |ike awareness began to
fl ood back into her head. Now that she was aware of her head,
she was aware that it hurt like hell. She groggily stretched
out a hand to reach behind her head, nearly knocking over a
pitcher of water that was sitting on a small end-table next to
her bed. Her fingers touched cl oth bandages where she expected
to find only bl ood.

The roomslowy swaminto focus in front of her. There was
soneone in the roomw th her, sitting on a small chair next to
IV tubes running through her skin into the vein in her hand. It
sl oWy dawned on her that she was in a hospital

She smled weakly; her throat hurt. She tried to say

sonething but it cane out as a croak. The sitting figure stood
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up, hurrying over to her bed. It was a police officer.

"It's good to see you're awake, Mss WIlkin. | was starting
to wonder if you were ever going to wake up."

She blinked her eyes, somewhat dazzled by the light in the
room Her throat was dry, that was why it hurt. She tried to
speak agai n, but had no luck. She |ooked around - there were
paper cups on that end-table, so she filled one fromthe pitcher
and gul ped it down. Another glass of water followed the first
one surprisingly quickly. She cleared her throat.

"Where am | ?" she asked. Good, at |east ny throat works,
she thought.

"You're at the city hospital, Mss WIlkin." The officer was
a pl easant -1 ooki ng young nman, who seened rather nervous about
having to be there at all

"How did | end up here?" Alice asked.

"That's what we were hoping to ask you. W found you |ying
on the Cenmetery H Il with the back of your skull split open.

The doctor says it's a mracle that your brain hasn't been
damaged. "

Ali ce shuddered. She hadn't even considered the possibility
that her brain could have been injured. She tried to clear her
head, to renenber what happened to her. "I think," she said

unsteadily, "that | was visiting ny nother's grave - she was
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only buried today-"
"Three days ago, mss." The officer |ooked synpathetic.
"Three days? |Is that how long |I've been here?"
The officer nodded. Alice tried to wap her nmnd around the
fact that she was missing three days of nenories. "I see," she
said. "Well, | was at ny nother's grave and | started to | eave.

A mn tried to get ny attention, but I just left, and I think he

hit me frombehind.” She |ooked directly at the officer.
"That's all | can renenber.”
The officer stood, nodding. "lI'mnot surprised. You took a

pretty hard knock." He sounded di scouraged. "W' || keep an eye
out for anyone who m ght do such a thing. Lots of crazy people
out there, and they tend to do things nore than once. |If he
hurts soneone else we'll have a better chance of finding him as

norbid as that nmay sound.”

Alice nodded. The officer hesitated for a second. "Wll,
should be off. If you have any questions, don't hesitate to
call ne." He handed her a card with his nane on it, and sone

phone nunbers, and then he left.

The next few days passed for Alice in a blur of headaches,
tranquilizers, and painkillers. Still, nothing could stay w ong
permanent|y, and she found herself back on her feet soon enough.

Everyt hi ng was back to normal, except the odd dreanms of being in
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a garden with a giant glowing man throwing fiery rocks at her
Such strange dreans she had.

* ok

There was pressure on her chest. She felt |ike she couldn't
breathe - like the air was very far away. She tried to draw in
a breath, but no air filled her lungs. The pressure was there
again. The air seened closer now. She tried to open her eyes,
but coul d see only bl ackness.

Suddenly the bl ackness rushed away, replaced by blinding
light. She could hear a voice froma distance. "Breathe, damm
it. Cone on, breathe!”™ She took another breath, struggling for
air.

A fit of coughing hit her. Sone sort of sweet |iquid gushed
up fromher lungs, spilling out of her nouth. She drewin a
ragged breath, the air conpeting with the liquid in her |ungs.
More coughs, nore gasping, and air rushed into her lungs. Soon
she coul d breathe again, but there was an aching in her |ungs
that she didn't think would go away soon. She rolled onto her
face, lifting herself to her knees with all the strength in her
arms. Stronger arns hel ped her, pulling her to her feet. She
rai sed her head to get a glinpse of her surroundings. She stood
in the forest on the edge of a pool. Her nother was standing in

front of her, concern digging furrows into her brow
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"Thank goodness you're alright," her nother breathed. "I

was so worried!" She was actually crying a little.

"Don't cry, mama," Alice said. "I'msorry for going away - |
didn't nean to-"

Her nother cut her off. "Sshh... It's okay, |I'mjust glad

that you're alive. You could have died."

Not hi ng nore was said about the incident. Alice's nother
made her drink some hot tea, to soothe her throat. Alice stil
coughed occasionally for nost of the day, but she was soon
feeling nostly better. Before the sun was even hal fway down the
sky past noon, Alice and her nother were on the nove again,
headi ng away fromthe city.

They wal ked all of that night, and sone of the next day as
wel |l . Snoke over the trees told themthey were heading the
right way. Soon the trees thinned out, giving way to a refugee
canp. They headed inside, trying not to notice the poverty al
around.

The canp was full to bursting, but it took themin anyway.
There was a place to stay, and sone |ittle food. The m serable
life becane routine easily enough, and Alice quickly nade
friends with many of the children in the canp. One day she
found herself invited to play with the ol der, nore serious

children. Before she knewit, she was nmade part of a secret
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little group of soldiers inside the canp. Small though it was,
the training was mlitary-grade, strenuous and serious. She
grew strong, and learned to fight. There was little to do in
the canp other than to train, and to wait for a chance to take
back her world. The days faded into weeks, nonths, and then

years.
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CHAPTER 16

Alice couldn't believe her eyes. The street was just as
she'd seen it last, only now she saw it in the daylight and with
no rain to coat it. She found herself wal king idly back al ong
t he sidewal k, | ooking for traces of those footprints that she'd
so naively followed in. She could find nothing.

She kept wal ki ng, though, kicking |eaves aside. The
si dewal ks seened quite normal. She was about to decide that the
whol e thing was a dream that none of it was real, when she
ki cked aside a small pile of |eaves - and there it was. The
footprint was no |longer glowng; it was just a regular footprint
i npressed into concrete. |f anything was odd about it, it was
that there was no sole-pattern there to tell of shoes. There
was only outline of a bare foot. Qut of playful ness, nore than
anyt hi ng, she put her own foot inside that outline. It fit
perfectly.

Alice stared at the footprint. There was no doubt about it,
the footprint was exactly the sane size as hers. She shook
hersel f; then she was running al ong the sidewal k, kicking aside
the | eaves until she found another footprint, and then a third.
They all fit, precisely the sane size as her own feet.

She stood there for sone tine, her foot inside the prints.
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What does it nean? she wondered. She found herself running back
to the gate, but it was |ocked. Her key refused to open it.
She considered clinbing the wall, but it too high to clinb over
and she coul d nake out broken glass bottles enbedded in the top.
Soneone really hates trespassers, she thought. She rattled the
gate in frustration, peering through the iron bars, but there
was nothing to be seen. Fromthe gate, she could not even see
the forest, only the clearing. It was entirely nmaddeni ng.

There was not hing she could do, though. She sighed, took a
deep breath, and wal ked away. She turned the corner back onto
the main street. A neon sign was flashing, looking dimin the
sunlight. The Fox and Toad, it proclainmed. There was a board
hangi ng above the sign, showing a fat toad junping over a fox's
back. She smled, the fox nmaking her renenber Ray. She stepped
I nsi de.

The waiters and waitresses were bustling around busily. It
was | ate afternoon, not yet dinnertinme, but there were enough
ol d pensioners sitting around to keep the place busy. |If she
hadn't known, she would have had no clue that a war was on.
Alice took a seat near the w ndow.

There was a candle on the table, but it was not lit. She
tapped it idly. A waiter cane up to her.

"Can | get you sonmething to drink?" He smled at her. He
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rem nded her of sonmeone she'd seen once, when she was in a
hospital. Mist be the uniform She nodded.

"Water would be fine, and I'll have sone w ngs," she said.
The wai ter nodded and turned to | eave, but she broke in. "Ch, |
know it's not yet dark, but would you mnd lighting this candle
for nme?" She gave her nost charmng smle. The waiter smled
back and nodded.

A few mnutes |ater he cane back with some water for her
and a lighter. He lit the candle, noving it to the center of
Alice's table.

"Thanks," Alice said. The waiter nodded pleasantly and went
on about his business.

The candl e burned steadily, a small flane all on its own.
Alice watched it for a long tine, not even noticing when the
wai t er brought her w ngs, not noticing that the sun was sinking
down outside. There was only Alice and the candl e.

Alice smiled at the candle. It burned quickly; the wax was
al nrost gone already. As fast as that trip was, she thought.
Her friends waved at her happily frominside her head. She
wondered for a nonent if she would see them again, but she knew
t hat she woul d not.

The candle flane flickered; it was al nost out of wax. Alice

si ghed, straightened up, and stretched. Her food snelled good.
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She bit into a wng - spicy, but delicious. The candle flane
flickered one last tine, and burned out in a thin spiral of

snoke. Alice blinked.
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