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Chapter 1:
Wanted
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CITY LIGHTS GLOWED beneath them as dragon Pelur descended to the ground and to Madnes’s final destination. They couldn’t afford to raise suspicion—or squash somebody—by landing a huge dragon in the center of the Wonderland city, so Pelur aimed for the outskirts and landed nosily in a meadow.

“Here we go, off to find a crystal,” Madnes said and slid off the dragon’s scaly back to the grass.

He then turned to offer Alice a hand, but found she was already on the ground, standing next to him.

“Ahem. Pelur, don’t forget to take those lab prisoners over to the White Duchess’s and have them locked up,” he reminded the knight. “Then go help Oz evacuate the crowv villages.”

Pelur raised a clawed paw to his scaly purple forehead, giving an awkward salute. “Yes, Sir Madnes.”

“Still with the Sir thing...?” he sighed.

“Use this to call me.” Pelur held an object daintily between two claws, lowering it to Madnes’s open palms. Smooth and purple, the object resembled a dragon’s scale and had holes in it like a whistle. “I will hear it and come pick you up.”

“Convenient. The other groups could have used one too, you know,” Madnes chided.

“I only had one to give,” stated Pelur. “You are the most important person, the Madness Solver. We cannot let anything happen to you.”

Madnes’s brow twitched.

Most important person, he didn’t like that. He shouldn’t be more important. He didn’t want to put himself before his friends. But like it or not, he was valuable to Wonderland.

He tucked the whistle into a pocket. “All right. Until we meet as scheduled.”

Pelur lifted off the ground, thick leathery wings hefting him up into the night sky and nearly blowing them over.

With the dragon gone, the meadow fell silent, and Alice stretched her arms. “Onward to the city,” she singsonged and twirled on her heel, her short wavy hair bouncing.

Madnes followed her downhill. He almost bumped into her when she came to an abrupt halt.

“What is it?” He came around beside her and followed her stare to a tree: On the trunk was a white-and-black poster. A Wanted poster.

He neared, until the drawing of a face became clear—a face resembling his own stared back at him.

“Wanted... I’m wanted?”

“For five-million pieces. Not bad.” Alice tilted her head. “Mine’s only one-million.”

“Yours?” Now he noticed the outlines of more Wanted posters dotted about the trees. “Oh no. If anyone in the city recognizes us...”

“Time for a disguise.”

“But what about Harrey? Cheshire? They need to be warned!”

“They’re smart,” she said, unconcerned. “You didn’t think the Red King was going to sit by and do nothing, did you? Even Harrey isn’t so much of an idiot that he won’t be on guard.”

She continued strolling out of the meadow. “We each have to focus on our own mission, now, including you. Or else we’ll never save Oswick in time.”

Alice’s words of wisdom. And here he was supposed to be the wise one.

“Right.” He chuckled ruefully. “That’s why you’re here to keep me on track.”
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Chapter 2:
I’m a Gorf
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CHESHIRE YOWLED LIKE a banshee before the parachute finally flew open, and he and Cosmic floated down to a terrain of sinister mountains. Craters littered the expanse, each one filled and connected by rivers. But it was the waters that worried the cat most—the craters and rivers were different colors, of different liquids, and some bubbled and fizzed hotly.

A hot gust steered the parachute into the side of a lava rock mountain. When they hit and landed on the jagged edged terrain, Cheshire swatted his paws to be free of the parachute fabric that suddenly engulfed him.

“Calm yer whiskers,” said Cosmic, working to lift and fold up the parachute. He crouched, glancing about downhill. A red river meandered past them, ending at the base of the mountain where it vanished.

“Don’t tell me that! I’m as calm as ever,” Cheshire snapped, and dusted off his hat.

“You can put that in my pack,” Cosmic offered. “You’ll lose it where we’re goin’.”

Cheshire grunted and handed over his hat.

Several creatures moved along the red river’s bank, dragging what appeared to be fishing nets.

“Those be the gorf people,” said Cosmic.

“Don’t tell me what I already know,” Cheshire huffed.

The gorf were an amphibian race, similar to frogs with fins, yet they walked upright and had humanoid limbs.

He looked to the red river, which was the main entrance into the gorf lands. At the base of the mountain, it plummeted deep underground to a tunnel and gate. Only those who breathed water could get inside there.

“This mission is already impossible,” Cheshire voiced. “We have no way of breathing underwater, and even if we did, much of that water is toxic and hot. I don’t suppose we could convince the gorf to just bring us the crystal...?”

Cosmic dug around in his pack, and with an “Aha!” lifted a bottle that contained two marbles.

“What? You seem far too pleased about all of this.” Cheshire’s whiskers twitched.

“Cuz I never go anyplace without bein’ prepared.” Cosmic shucked off his duster coat, boots and hat, laying them in a pile. “No bounty hunter does. I found these here swimmer pearls and kept ‘em for a rainy day.”

“Swimmer pearls?” Cheshire exclaimed. A medicine ball with magical properties, able to transform a person into an aquatic being.

“They’ll only keep us changed for a few days, but that’ll be plenty of time for us—we’re supposed to be done by then, anyhow!” Cosmic rolled the pearls in his palm, then tossed one to the cat. “Cheers.” He swallowed the pearl.

Cheshire eyed the pearl before likewise swallowing it. “A feline having to become aquatic...this is a nightmare,” he muttered.

“Not all cats hate water. Just ask the catfish.”

Cheshire gave him a look. “That joke isn’t even worth commenting on.”

Cosmic chuckled. And when he did, his nose flattened and his face broadened. Fins rose around his head, and gills slit along his neck. His skin changed to a bumpy green and his feet become flat, webbed things. He was a gorf—his thick black hair the only thing unchanged.

Cheshire shuddered as he felt the changes overtaking himself. He didn’t want to imagine what he must look like. Only his whiskers remained—all fur now green and slimy skin.

“Best get hoppin’!” Cosmic strode downhill toward the river, his gait wide and awkward over the black jagged ground.

“Hopping, indeed.” Cheshire put his webbed foot forward and lost his balance, tumbling down the rocky slope past Cosmic. He landed with a splat before the river, chin in soil. The other gorf people there glowered his way then continued their fishing.

Cosmic lifted the cat by the shoulders, setting him upright. The pearl hadn’t changed their height much. Cheshire was still small.

The red water bubbled unpleasantly as they followed to where it ended at the mountain’s base. And there, the river sank down a vertical shaft into darkness. They peered into the red depths.

“This water...are you sure that medicine will keep us from getting fried?”

Cosmic nodded. “Let’s go find out!” He dove in, hands first, with a splash—webbed feet and hands and a tadpole-like tail propelling him down the river shaft.

Cheshire gripped the ground. “Oh my, I’m going to be sick.” He breathed in and out, trying to think of happy thoughts. “Madnes needs me, Earth needs me...just think like a catfish and you’ll be fine,” he told himself.

And then, teeth gritted, he made himself plunge headfirst into the red liquid.

Bubbles rose around him. The heat hit his new skin. But instead of frying his body, it only warmed him around the thick mucus of gorf flesh. Cheshire hovered there at the surface for a while, getting used to the strange feeling, before he kicked his legs and tadpole tail, and dove after Cosmic.

The shaft grew darker the farther he descended. Panic threatened to take hold of him. And then a light of luminescence came and replaced that of sunlight: plants glowing and swaying along the rocks of the shaft. When he finally reached the bottom, a gate made of fish teeth there glowed.

Cosmic waved his webbed hands to the bulky gorf guard, and the gate swung open. They swam through the short tunnel beyond.

“If I die as an aquatic cat, I’ll haunt your every nightmare,” Cheshire warned out the side of his mouth.

“Who knew the great mentor of Madness Solvers lacked guts? You sure put your students through a heck of a lot,” said Cosmic.

Cheshire glanced sidelong at him.

The tunnel opened into a crater lake underworld of green waters. Sunlight pierced down and revealed massive stalks like lily pads rising from the lake floor up to the watery sky. Perched on almost every giant leaf were huge pods with doors and window holes. Gorf came and went from them.

“I think those‘re gorf houses,” Cosmic whispered.

“Yes, I can see that.” Cheshire frowned, his fin ears flattened.

They lowered their legs to the ground and tried to walk along a path like the other gorf were doing. Their flat feet did well, walking in a sort of glide across the soil, and their tails helped like rudders.

Fish darted about plants like birds would trees, and colorful sea slugs roamed about like gorf pets. Bubbles rose from underground vents throughout the crater land, keeping the temperature heated.

“Well, now that we’re in their civilization, where do you suppose the gorf would hide a special crystal given them by the Red King?” Cheshire asked, more to himself than the bounty hunter.

Cosmic shook his shaggy head. “Not used t’ this sort of work, are ya? Listen, cat, the first rule of bounty huntin’ is t’ dig up any information you can. And the best places for that are always the gatherin’ spots.”

Cheshire sniffed. “Gathering spots?”

Cosmic nodded to a rock-and-coral structure the path would soon lead them past.

“A tavern.”
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Chapter 3:
Decorative Rocks
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MORE AND MORE STRANGE structures came into view as they approached the crater lake’s center. But it was the lumpy conglomerate of rock and coral that Cosmic focused on.

“And how do you know that’s a tavern?” Cheshire questioned, not seeing any indications or legible signs.

“People don’t go in and out a place as much as they do taverns, and many get wobbly legs. See? That there gorf looks like he had one too many drinks of somethin’.”

Cheshire rolled his eyes skyward.

They strode through a door which was no more than an archway. Cheshire was still getting used to the strangeness of using his tadpole tail to propel himself forward.

On the inside, the tavern was like a hollowed-out piece of coral, and little water bugs in lanterns hung throughout, their glowing abdomens giving light. Plant stalks woven together made chairs and a cushioned floor.

Cosmic sauntered up to the lava rock counter. “Gleo burgen,” he said.

To Cheshire’s new fin-like gorf ears, he understood the words as if they’d been translated: “One fizzy drink.”

The gorf behind the counter eyed them while cleaning a mug, one hairless eyebrow lowered. But he filled a cup with something fizzy and slid it Cosmic’s way.

“And how do you expect to pay for that?” Cheshire began, taking the seat next to him.

Cosmic plopped an opal coin on the counter.

“You do get around a lot,” Cheshire muttered. “I didn’t realize you frequented Wonderland.”

“Well, ever since my little sister accidentally made me able to see Wonderlanders, I couldn’t help but do some bounty hunter work for ‘em.” His undertone held a sharp edge at the first part.

Cheshire shifted his webbed paws uncomfortably against the lava rock counter before him.

“Say, waiter,” Cosmic called to the gorf behind the counter. “We’re in town lookin’ to acquire some expensive specimens of decorative rock. You wouldn’t happen to know where we should begin our search, eh?” he asked.

The gorf’s round frog eyes regarded them both. “Decorative rock, you say?” He feigned to ponder. “There several places about, but only one is the best and at lower price. Gindo!” He waved over a seated gorf. “These fellows looking for decorative rocks—the special kind. Maybe you can take them there?”

Gindo came over. He wore patches of fabric around his froggish body that looked sewn together out of fish scales, much like how all the gorf dressed. But there was something shady in Gindo’s smile and in the gleam of his too-close-together eyes. “Yes, I be happy to help. Is nice place for buying pretty rocks.”

Gindo motioned them to follow. “Come; place is only open for short time each day.”

Cheshire shared a look with Cosmic. “I’m not so sure about...”

“Hey, it’s a start.” Cosmic rose to swim-walk after Gindo.

Cheshire clenched his paws. “Dash it all, humans never listen to me!” he muttered.

***
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THEY FOLLOWED GINDO through the aquatic town of lily pad stalks, corals and sea pod structures, to the opposite side of the crater lake. A gate there opened to an underwater river of yellow fizzy water.

The numerous bubbles tickled Cheshire’s new skin as he reluctantly trailed after the others through the river tunnel, trying not to let himself think about what the yellow color reminded him of.

The river branched in several directions, leading to many different crater lakes. They kept to the right, and soon ran into a large gate. The fangs of a giant beast made up the ominous bars.

Gindo twisted and turned some mechanism with a key before the gate fangs cranked open.

“You have a key?” Cheshire questioned.

“Yes, I some days work here,” replied Gindo. The corner of his froggish mouth twitched. “Please,” he motioned, “do go in and look around at what available.”

Cosmic swam through.

“Wait, Cos— Oh never mind.” Cheshire gave up and followed him.

This crater was much smaller, more like a gorf yard—if gorfs had backyards. But the sides were steep and sharp to the touch, and sunlight slanted down to reflect off of hundreds of jewels and crystals embedded in the rock and soil—a myriad of sapphire, emerald, ruby and citrine colors.

Cosmic tried to whistle under water. “Pancakes from heaven, this place is a treasure trove!”

“Quick, look for a giant white crystal,” Cheshire whispered to him urgently.

“I know, I know.”

Cheshire tried to act normal, glancing back at Gindo with a nonchalant smile. He flapped his tadpole tail back and forth, gliding about the sharp walls and pausing at anything that shined white.

“Is this here the right size?”

Cheshire swam over to where Cosmic tapped on a large white crystal. He ran his webbed paw along its surface and circled around. “Hmm...I don’t feel any energy humming inside. And it’s not quite as lustrous as the spell crystal Madnes found.”

Cosmic grunted. “The search goes on, then.”

Cheshire glanced back at the gate. For some strange reason, Gindo was no longer there. “Cosmic, I have an odd feeling that...” he began.

But Cosmic was already swimming onward.

“Cosmic, will you wait just one moment, please?” Cheshire’s temper rose and he swam after the man. “There’s something odd about all this.”

“I can tell that already, cat. But either way, we gotta look for the crystal n’ make sure it ain’t here, right?”

He couldn’t argue with that logic. But...

There came a sudden rushing sound of fins and webbed feet.

“Intruders are in the treasury!” shouted someone.

Cheshire had no time to hide before a group of armed guards poured in through the gate and swam toward him.

Cheshire looked about and saw Cosmic dart along the walls—but there was no exit other than the way they’d come in. Which, if this was indeed the gorf treasury, made sense.

He spied Gindo grinning evilly from the gate as guards grabbed Cheshire’s hands and Cosmic’s tailfin.

“He tricked us. He said this place was a shop for special rocks!” Cheshire shouted. He tried to swipe his claws, only to remember they were gone, replaced by gorf flesh.

Cosmic lashed out with his fists, only to have spears pointed at his throat.

“They not real gorf! That is disguise. They came for our treasure!” Gindo hollered, and pretended to look devastated and afraid. “Lock away, lock away! Tell elders there be arena punishment tomorrow.”

Gindo vanished, and the guards steered Cheshire and Cosmic out, ignoring their pleas of innocence.

“Arena punishment...?” Cheshire didn’t want to consider what that could mean, the fate that now awaited them. “Oh, Madnes, forgive me. We’ve failed.”
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Chapter 4:
Lives Lost
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“WHY DID THIS HAPPEN to us?” Cheshire bemoaned, seated on the cold rock of a jail cell. There was no light but the luminescent sea moss scattered about in patches. “I’ll tell you why: because you didn’t listen to me! And because gorf apparently like to trick people who pretend to be aquatic. Though, I don’t know how he figured us out.”

Cosmic dusted his pants, making bubbles. “We don’t exactly wear the same garb as them. I thought it wouldn’t matter much—and I didn’t see any place t’ buy fish scale coats, anyhow.”

Cheshire groaned, thumping his head against the wall. “They said tomorrow... That’s a whole day wasted to find the crystal, and a day lost on the swimmer pearls.”

Cosmic covered a yawn and rubbed his fin ears. “Sheesh, I’m glad Earth cats can’t talk.”

“I resent that.” Cheshire rested his cheek against the wall and glared. “You’re the one who got us into this mess, and you act as if everything is fine!”

“You got my sister into plenty of messes—and Madnes plenty more.” Cosmic looked down at him sidelong.

Cheshire dry-washed his paws, then got up and began swimming around the cell. “That’s the Madness Solver job. I can’t change that.”

Cosmic watched him swim. “Oh, but you could’ve changed who you chose. Because of you, I don’t have my little sister anymore. And now, you want t’ go and take my nephew away from me.” The sharp edge was clear in his voice this time.

Cheshire swished his tail and let himself float in place. “Want to? You think I wanted to cut her life short?” He let himself sink, plopping to the floor, and drew his knees up. “Do you have any idea what it’s been like for me?” he said. “Every time I find and raise up a boy or girl to become the next Madness Solver, I always know in the back of my mind that they won’t be with me for long. That I’ll lose them—over and over and over again. As much as I care and grow attached to them, it will always end the same way. Because the worlds need a powerful peacekeeper, and only the person with the right heart can do the job. And that job eventually takes their life.”

He looked down at his paws. “All I can do is pass along the power, and help them as best as I can... Other than that, I’m helpless. The power chooses who it wants. And the worlds will always need a peacekeeper.”

Cosmic watched, expressionless, his left arm perched on a knee.

“Do not make the mistake of thinking I didn’t care about Rose—of course, I did! I tried to help her, and she gave her all to save Wonderland... I never did learn what had happened that day. She’d gone off on her own to investigate a problem with a portal, and when I found her...” His shoulders shuddered. “The power had used up all her life force. She barely murmured a goodbye to me before she passed away.”

Cheshire fell silent, and a long quiet stretched between them.

“Rose was bullheaded,” Cosmic said after a while. “Never did listen to anybody or use caution when she ought t’ have.”

Cheshire lifted his head.

“She was bound t’ get herself into trouble, one way or another. I shouldn’t blame you for it.” Cosmic scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I just wish that power didn’t have t’ take lives.”

Cheshire rubbed his nose on his slimy gorf wrist. “I appreciate your understanding. If it makes you feel any better, I want Madnes to live. The thought of losing him, too, crushes me... I won’t just stand by and let him pass away, as the others did. Not this time! That’s why I’m here to find the crystal for him.”

Cosmic flashed a toothy grin. “Well now, I think we’re startin’ to understand one another.” He patted the cat’s slimy back.

Cheshire gave a little smile. “As long as you don’t keep calling me cat.”

Cosmic chuckled. “Let’s just hope we survive the arena punishment long enough t’ reach our goal.”

***
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TOMORROW CAME, AND noontime found them both being dragged by an entourage of frog-fish guards into a neighboring crater of purple tinted liquid. Numerous gorf sat in tiered rows ringing round the crater like an amphitheater, safely on the other side of a glassy wall. That’s when Cheshire realized the whole crater floor itself must be the arena.

Black sand squished under their webbed feet as they were tossed into the center of the wide space.

“Criminals now face punishment!” spoke a grandiose-looking gorf, his fish scale garb highly elaborate and hemmed with ruffles around his bulbous body. “If you defeat Banderkraken, you go free. If not...kekeke,” he made a sound like cruel laughter, “you go bye-bye.”

The gorf in the audience rows started up a chant: “Banderkraken! Banderkraken! Banderkraken!”

The guards drew back to the tunnel entrance, lances at the ready to prevent the criminals from escaping.

“Banderkraken?” Cosmic scratched his green, stubble jaw. “Haven’t heard of that before.”

“Oh no.” Cheshire’s ears wilted. “It’s the horror of the open seas, a monster with the fiercest of tempers. I can’t believe they have one here!”

“Monster, y’say?” The gate over a large cave entrance across from them, in the side of the crater, rose. “Monsters are what I hunt best!”

“Need I remind you that you left your weapons aboveground?” said Cheshire. “And I hope you are aware that when it comes to a fight, I’m utterly useless. So don’t count on me.”

The ground quaked. A brushing sound snaked along the sand as tentacles ventured out from the cave.

“Just keep out of the way, n’ make yourself useful,” Cosmic told him. He spread his feet in a ready stance, right hand lifting a coiled whip from under his shirt.

Before Cheshire could ask what that meant, or comment on how he’d kept the whip hidden all this time, he scrambled out of the way of a huge tentacle smashing to the sand.

The Banderkraken dragged its bulky body out of the cave, mouth gaping with rows upon rows of serrated teeth. The monster’s height towered like a house and cast its shadow over them.

The cat whispered a prayer and scurried off to find the best hiding place—which, in an arena, did not exist. But Cosmic unleashed his whip upon the first tentacle, and the creature’s rage focused on him.

Cheshire made for the lip of the cave, the only place with some shelter now that the monster had exited it.

“C’mon, you beastie! I’ve got some manners t’ teach ya!” Cosmic rolled aside as a second and third tentacle tried to slam him down.
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Chapter 5:
The Banderkraken
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COSMIC WOVE THROUGH and around the many tentacles, punching some aside and cracking others with the whip.

He hopped on top of one tentacle as it lifted off the ground, and from there jumped from one to the next to the next, until he came close enough to the Banderkraken’s huge body to flail the whip at its face.

The Banderkraken drew its tentacles back with a screech to shield its enormous single eye.

“That’s right. When ya act all aggressive, people’ll fight back!” Cosmic ducked quickly as a tentacle lashed out for his head.

He retracted the whip and tied a noose in the cord. When he flung the noose out, it lassoed one of the larger tentacles.

The Banderkraken swiped at the whip—trying, yet unsure how to pry it off.

Cosmic dragged the whip with him, weaving around more of the creature’s limbs, ducking as he went. Next, he leaped back around to the first tentacle and, using his bodyweight, looped the other end of the whip around it.

A cluster of tentacles were now tied together and flopping about uselessly.

The Banderkraken roared and lashed out with its few free limbs.

Cosmic ran-swam in circles around the sea monster. He didn’t know how long the whip would hold; he had to defeat this creature quickly!

Meanwhile, Cheshire backed into the cave entrance, watching the battle scene. His webbed paw brushed against something sharp on the cave wall, and he winced, glancing at it. He halted and looked again more closely.

There was a sharp crystal jutting out of the wall.

Crystal...could there be more crystals deeper inside the cave?

Could the spell crystal be...?

He tried to paw-signal across the distance to Cosmic, but the man was too absorbed in staying alive to notice.

Cheshire inhaled, puffing up his chest. “I suppose I’ll just gather my courage and set out to look for it, then. Do something useful, as he put it.”

The cave was eerily dark inside, and the few glowing plants there cast shadows from which anything could be hiding in wait for him.

Cheshire swallowed, forced his legs to move and his tadpole tail to propel him past the cave mouth and into the darkness.

A species of plant with luminescent stalks dotted the cave floor, the greenish light bouncing off the many facets of protruding crystals. The farther he went, the more he quickened his pace, eager to finish the search and get out as soon as possible before the Banderkraken decided to come back into its lair.

The cave branched off suddenly in two directions, making Cheshire halt.

He looked from one way to the other—neither path seemed better than the other.

“I suppose I’ll hope right is right.”

He stepped into the right tunnel.

Something lashed out and wrapped around his leg.

Cheshire screamed and batted his paws at what held him: a long, coiling tentacle.

The creature gave an angry sound and drew its tentacle back into the darkness. Judging by the smaller size, it could be a baby.

“Baby or not, I’m not chancing going that way!” Cheshire ran down the left tunnel, a new vigor to his speed.

The tunnel soon opened to a cavern, and there several larger crystals grew out of the soil. One in particular was white, and it looked more like it’d been planted there rather than grown.

Cheshire dashed to the crystal, laying his paws on the surface. He could feel it—a vibration of energy. This was it! The spell crystal!

“And now...how to get it outside?”

He tried to fit his small arms around the crystal and tug, but it barely shifted.

He rubbed his back. There was one possibility—a rather rash one. Things could go wrong quickly.

He didn’t like to take risks, but there was no other choice. Cheshire backtracked to where the tunnel had split and peeked inside the right tunnel cave. “Hello? Little banderkraken? I’ve got something tasty for you.”

The tip of a tentacle snaked out of the entrance.

“That’s right; follow me! I smell like a fishy treat, don’t I?”

More tentacles emerged, followed by a bulbous body.

“Y-yes.” Cheshire held in a scream and hurried backwards into the left tunnel. The young creature followed, trying to touch him with its longest limb. He swam quickly to keep his feet out of reach, and once in the cave, led the creature to the spell crystal.

“That’s right. Follow me around the crystal, wrap your tentacle around it...” Cheshire circled the crystal, round and round, until the small banderkraken had coiled its limb several times around it.

“And now...come and get me!”

Cheshire made a mad dash for the exit.

The creature cried out furiously and came after him. Its wrapped-up tentacle ripped the crystal free of the ground and dragged it along after.

Cheshire yelped in his hurry to stay ahead of the baby monster, one tip of a tentacle swiping at his tail. The cave tunnel swerved and undulated, and rocks poking out threatened to trip him in the darkness.

At last, daylight glowed up ahead, and Cheshire streaked like a frantic guppy out of the cave and into the arena.

Cosmic was busy circling the arena, still alive, and the Banderkraken limping after him on two tentacles—the rest tied in a knot behind its bulbous body with Cosmic’s whip.

The baby saw its parent and abandoned chasing after Cheshire, tossing aside the crystal as it floated over to the Banderkraken.

“What’d you go n’ bring me a second beastie for?” exclaimed Cosmic.

“It wasn’t for the thrill, believe me.” Cheshire tapped the crystal, and Cosmic grinned, understanding.

“How about we leave n’ go find a place where aquatic critters don’t wanna tear us apart, then?”

“Sounds splendid to me.”

The rows of onlooking gorf booed while their monster flopped about, unable to grab the criminals. Two of the gorf guards left the exit to enter the arena, spears at the ready. They went around Cosmic to the Banderkraken in an attempt to free it of the whip.

Cosmic used the distraction to pick up the large crystal and make a run for the exit tunnel. The guards still there lowered their spears at him, but he twisted left and right, using the crystal as a shield and bashing the gorf into the wall and into each other.

Cheshire hurried to follow, swimming into the exit tunnel, as the crowd of gorf raged and began pouring down after them.

They soon came into the first crater, its water a tinted green, and Cosmic veered to the right, ducking around lily pad stalks and stretches of vegetation. Cheshire had no clue what the man was doing but followed, with no spare time for thought.

The foliage hid them well. After a while, the sounds of pursuing gorf became faint.

When Cosmic reached the far crater wall, he kicked his feet and tail and swam upward to the sky.

They passed by lily pads and their pod gorf houses, where the sun’s rays there brightened the upper reaches of the water.

Then finally, they breached the surface.

Cheshire spluttered, not sure whether to breathe air or water—gorf could do both. The crater wall rose at an angle around the huge lake, and Cosmic pushed the crystal onto a beach of slanted black rock before hoisting himself out of the water.

Cheshire shivered on the beach and licked at his fur, only to remember he didn’t have any. “Well, I wish we could stay here all day and rest. But it’s only a matter of time before the gorf think to search for us outside their waters.”

“Yep.” Cosmic stretched his long greenish limbs before hefting the large crystal in his arms again.

“You must have some abnormal strength to be able to carry that,” observed the feline.

“When ya deal with beasties and bounties like I do, it builds up your muscles.”

“Hm. I can’t deny I’m envious of that.”

“Aw, I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said t’ me.” Cosmic laughed.

Together, they followed the ring of the crater’s beach, headed for the mountain where dragon Pelur had dropped them off earlier. The sharp rock of the beach cut into Cheshire’s webbed paws and scraped at his tail. The sun lowered in the sky, turning clouds rusty red and highlighting the tips of the surrounding mountains.

As Cherish began to follow Cosmic along a narrow path that skirted their target mountain, a ruckus of gorf voices and croaks sounded from the crater behind them and from the red river ahead.

Cosmic halted and crouched, setting the crystal down. “We’ll get seen if I keep carryin’ this thing around. It reflects light like a torch.”

Cheshire sighed wearily and rubbed at his lacerated paws.

“Our shoes ain’t far.” Cosmic indicated with a thumb. “Think you can dash around and get ‘em?”

Cheshire balked at the suggestion. But, glancing at their damaged feet, they really did need shoes—not to mention his hat was there. He exhaled. “I’ll give it a try,” he said, and went on ahead, climbing around the path on all fours.

There was a lot of dust and unsteady rocks Cheshire had to navigate through, forcing him to crawl. He reached their pile of belongings, finally, and shrugged on his boots and hat, then proceeded carefully back with Cosmic’s pack.

The sun touched the horizon line of craters, and Cheshire felt his tail and limbs start to change shape. Slimy green skin faded and sprouted soft gray tabby fur, webbing between paws melted away. There would be no hiding underwater, now.

“I sure hope that dragon shows up,” commented Cosmic, once the cat had returned. The man tugged on his clothes and wide-brim hat, body returned to normal flesh. “Those gorf are gettin’ close.”

Cheshire looked. Sure enough, gorf were crowding the red river and circling around the base of their mountain. Soon they would climb and discover the ledge they were hiding on.

“All that hard work for nothing...this is depressing.” Cheshire sat down with a frustrated plop.

A gorf called out, not far down to the left of them.

“Don’t give up until the last moment.” Cosmic gave a pat to his back. “And even then, keep goin’ and prayin’. God knows where our story is headed and what paths we’ll take.”

Cheshire wagged his head. “Ever the optimists, you Hatters. Well, if this is the end, then I’m glad to have you here to share it with.”

“Heheh, I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or not.” Cosmic tipped his hat. “But hey, same here, Cheshire. Same here.”

The crunch of rock under approaching footsteps made them both fall silent and stiffen, pressing their backs close to the mountain’s side.

The sky glowed in twilight all around them, and a dark shape rose to blot out some of the stars.

A shape?

It was...a dragon shape!
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Chapter 6:
Sheep Go Baa
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HARREY CAST HIS GAZE over their surroundings, perching his calloused hands on his hips. “Welp! Where’s the nearest piece of civilization, you think?”

Ash pointed across at a rope bridge leading to an island where several rooftops peaked above trees. Gusts of wind made his curly hair a messy mop, and there wasn’t a trace of a smile on his young face. On the other hand, Drisel was busy ogling the sights all around her with glee.

“Right-o.” Harrey clapped his hands together. The young boy was probably just going through some moody faze, he figured. “Onward we go to yonder bridge!”

Harrey marched toward the start of the rickety bridge. Drisel and Ash came up behind him and all three peered down over the floating island’s edge...down into the wispy swirls of clouds and the vague hints of land a sky’s fall below.

“Are we really crossing that?” Drisel craned her head back up.

Harrey gave her shoulder a hearty slap, as if that would give her a dose of courage. “It’ll be no biggie, gal pal! You kids just follow my lead and hang tight to those ropes.”

Harrey filled his chest with air—hoping it might make him lighter—and placed one foot before the other. The suspended bridge boards creaked under his every step, the rough rope rails to either side digging into his palms. He made his slow way forward, and the kids shuffled behind him.

A gust of wind shifted the bridge, making it sway with the brief force, and Harrey clung to the ropes so as not to fall. He quickly checked back to see that his juniors were still there and doing the same.

Once the gust let up, they hurried their steps, swaying with the movement of the bridge, and approached the floating island on the other side.

***
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A MASHUP OF WOOD PAINTED white met them as they stepped onto solid ground and rounded a hedge of bushes. It was a tall and lopsided structure, put together with nails and rope, and it swayed and bent with the wind gusts.

Ash stared, wondering how it hadn’t toppled over yet. Or was it because the thing was so flexible that it survived the high winds of the sky?

“How do we find a crystal in all this?” Behind him, Drisel gestured at the sky islands spread in every direction around them.

Ash glanced up at Harrey, who was pinching his chin and squinting in thought.

“I don’t suppose we should right out ask if anybody’s seen a giant crystal around?”

Ash gave him a flat stare.

Harrey waved a palm. “Joking, joking, of course we can’t do that. Guess we’ll just have to...figure it out as we go along!” he surmised. The older boy flashed a grin and trotted toward the strange building.

Ash glared after his back; the carefree attitude of that guy was getting on his nerves. Did he think everything was a joke?

Drisel skipped after Harrey, and Ash slowly followed, shoving his hands in his pockets. The wood portico squeaked, and they entered through a creaking door; an attached bell rang their presence.

It was cool and musty inside, light from several round windows reflected off dust motes. Tools of every kind—some recognizable and some not—lined the unpainted walls, perched on nails. Larger items filled the tables. They maneuvered their way to a counter at the back.

Ash heard creaking steps and saw something push through a makeshift curtain door behind the counter. Pink hair bobbed forward.

“What do you want?”

Harrey stared at the hair. “Um...”

There was a scraping sound, and then the hair became a head and body as the short girl climbed onto a stool to see over the counter. “Foreigners, hmph. Are you here for parts?”

Ash stared. She couldn’t be any older than him and Drisel, but she was the oddest-looking humanoid he’d seen yet. Short-cropped pink hair was the only normal thing about her. Horns like that of a sheep curled above her ears, and fluffy white wool wrapped around her chest and wrists. She was very much like what he’d imagine a human trying to cosplay as a sheep would look like; tulip ears, black nose, feet divided like hooves but made of flesh, a sheep’s tail peeking out of the jean dress she wore.

“Oh, this is a workshop, isn’t it?” Harrey spoke up—the first to recover from the shock.

The girl eyed them openly. “You’re not Baa. Why are you on the Floating Isles?”

“Baa?” Harrey mouthed. “What’s a Baa?”

“I’m a Baa.” The girl crossed her arms with a glower. Loud steps stomped out from the curtain and another Baa girl approached the counter. This one full grown and almost as tall as Harrey, her tank shirt and shorts stained. She looped her thumbs through her belt.

“Is there some problem here?” her voice filled the room.

Ash looked from her to Harrey when he failed to answer. The guy’s jaw was dangling open and his cheeks flushed pink.

Ash balked. ‘Seriously? He finds her attractive?’

“You’re a mechanic,” Harrey said in wonderment. “An inventor’s best friend!” He pointed a thumb to his chest. “I’m an inventor, see, so we should be best friends!”

Ash aimed a kick at the older boy’s kneecap, and Harrey grunted.

The female watched him with disinterest. “Are you buying something or not?”

“Oh, ah, that’s right.” Harrey stammered, and Ash wanted to face-palm. “Do you have any jewels or jewelry things around here, by chance?”

The Baas both grimaced. “At a mechanic shop?”

Ash would’ve strangled him if his arms could reach. ‘How more obvious can he be? We’re not supposed to draw suspicion!’

Drisel stepped up, hands shoving him and Harrey back as she took center stage. She faced the Baa with her sweetest expression. “Forgive my brothers, but they’re a bunch of idiots when it comes to shopping,” she said. “We were looking to buy some jewelry souvenirs and then got lost. Can you point us in the right direction?”

The oldest Baa looked down at her, gaze unstiffening a fraction, and the young Baa cocked her head at Drisel curiously.

“Shopping? Everybody knows brothers are useless at that! I’m Thimble, by the way,” said the youngest, springing over the counter to land next to her. “I can guide you into town.”

Ash’s eyebrows soared into his bangs; he’d never seen this tactful side of Drisel before. “Well done,” he mouthed.

“I’ve never met a human girl my age before,” Thimble went on, eyeing Drisel’s lack of horns and wool.

“Don’t take too long, Thimble,” ordered the older Baa. “No detours.”

“Fine, Thelma.” Thimble rolled her eyes. She took Drisel’s hand and pulled her along, back out into daylight, leaving him and Harrey to tag along after. Though Harrey seemed comfortable to linger behind with Thelma, who glowered at his flirty wink.

With a grumble, Ash shoved Harrey along.

“I’ll see you later! Thelma, was it? You’re as pretty as a prized lamb, Thelma!” he called back.

Ash pushed him out the door. “Prized lamb?” He shook his head in disgust. “Worst pickup line ever.”
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Chapter 7:
Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing
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THIMBLE LED THE WAY, skipping ahead and pulling Drisel along by the hand as they crossed a shorter bridge angling up to a neighboring island. Ash took careful steps on the inclining wood planks.

Once up on the higher island, a paradise of trees and bushes covered in berries and fruits met them. Ash analyzed the strange long fruits and their pungent scent as he walked, then froze when movement stirred a cluster of bushes on an outcrop up ahead.

Drisel paused from picking berries, noticing it too, and ignored Thimble’s tugs for her to keep moving.

Black furry ears poked out of a bush, followed by a messy head of hair and furry sideburns. Intense yellow eyes took them in briefly and then the person crept away from the outcrop, a basket looped around one elbow.

Ash rubbed his eyelids. Was that a long furry tail? The person looked and moved like a dog, sulking away from them and toward deeper foliage.

“Hi, Wolf!” Thimble hollered and waved. The older wolf boy hesitated, then turned, offering a timid wave back. “They’re safe,” she indicated Harrey’s group. “You don’t have to leave.”

One black ear swiveled and Wolf returned, slowly. His feet were like paws, fur running up his legs and under baggy green capris. His facial features were human-like, though his nose jutted out, fur running down from his forehead to nose tip. He observed each of them intensely, and Ash felt a chill—the kind you get around a predatory wolf, he supposed.

“Should you be alone with strangers?” questioned Wolf, not taking his attention off them.

Thimble flapped a dismissive hand. “Don’t be so paranoid. I can take care of myself. My horns have grown another full inch!” she stated proudly.

“Bigger Baa than you have been disappearing.” Wolf’s voice came low and quiet, with the hint of a wolf’s growl under the edges. “Strangers can’t be trusted.”

Thimble’s cheeks pouted out, petulant.

“Wolf, huh? Convenient name, since you look like a wolf and all,” said Harrey. Wolf’s attention swerved to him, black ears turned back, and he held his basket tighter. “What’s that odd fruit you got there? Is it sweet or bitter?”

Ash watched as carefree Harrey ignored the wolf boy’s defensive posture. Wolf took a step back when Harrey reached to take one of the fruits.

“What? I don’t bite. You’re the one who looks like a wolf,” Harrey pointed out with a grin.

Wolf scowled.

Thimble huffed and got between them. “Look, I’m taking them into town and that’s the end of it. They’re just tourists.”

Wolf looked Harrey and Ash over once more before stepping back off the path with his basket. “There’s a Wanted poster out for you.” He pointed a sharp-nailed finger at Harrey, “Traitor to the Red King. Good thing for you I don’t care about royalty and nonsense.”

“Wanted poster?” Drisel and Thimble both mouthed.

“But if you hurt Thimble, I’ll find you,” Wolf warned, and he slunk back into the foliage away from their sight.

“Pleasant fellow,” Harrey laughed, scratching his head. “Guess the kingy is out to get us, then. I’ll need a Baa disguise!”

Ash grumbled at the image that conjured up. “He didn’t mention me or Drisel. It’s only you the king knows about; so, don’t think I’m playing dress-up with you.”

Harrey’s mouth puckered. “You’re no fun at all. I think you’d make an adorable Baa!”

“Exactly why I don’t want to.” Ash nearly gagged.

Thimble led them onward across the garden island and over to the next swaying bridge.

“Say, what’s that business about Baa going missing?” asked Harrey. “Are there any more wolfy chaps on these floating isles?”

Ash shook his head when the Baa girl looked suddenly perplexed. “One question at a time. Don’t confuse people.”

Thimble’s wide feet strolled down the next sloping bridge as if it were a normal path and not shifting and snaking with the sky winds underneath them. Her head turned back to speak over her shoulder, “Wolf is the only one. Nobody but Baa live up here.”

Behind her, Drisel expressed sympathy, “Aw, he’s all alone?”

“He was left here as a baby, so I’m told. Baa are the only family he knows...” The girl looked away, suddenly saddened.

“What’s the matter?” Drisel pressed. Ash craned forward to listen better, trying not to let the drop of sky beneath them heave his stomach.

“Well...it has to do with the missing Baa,” Thimble let out, half unwillingly. “Every month a few go missing, and everybody’s been accusing Wolf for the disappearances. Because he’s not Baa. And because wolf people are from the lands below and known to be duplicitous vagabonds.” She turned around to face them, walking backwards. “I don’t think that of Wolf, though! He grew up with us; he’s one of us! I know he wouldn’t do something like that. I just...can’t convince anybody else.”

“Hmm.” Harrey rubbed his chin, then thought better of it when a gust shoved the hanging bridge, and he grabbed at the rope railing. “In my world, wolves and sheep don’t get along well. But if you’re sure Wolf is innocent, then who’s doing the Baa-napping? And why?”

Thimble shrugged and turned back around.

They finally touched ground on a big island which supported a wood-and-rope town. Ash aimed a kick at the back of Harrey’s knee. “We’re here for that crystal—erm, jewelry, remember? Not to get involved in other people’s problems,” he whispered.

“Jewelry? What jewelry?”

Ash’s jaw dropped and he stared openly up at him.

Harrey winked. “All things in good time, kiddo. I’m sure we’ll stumble upon it soon enough!”

Ash could only gawk after him. If the fate of Oswick and Earth rested on their team—on Harrey—then they were all doomed.
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Chapter 8:
Sky Town
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ASH GAZED AT THE WOODEN structures to either side of the town’s dirt street. Shops stood stacked on top of one another in a jumbled mess, as if put together by infant giants, and it all groaned under the occasional wind gust. Windmill heads topped many of the building stacks—generating power from the caught wind, he guessed.

Ash halted his sight-seeing when he realized Harrey had disappeared: ducking away into an alley. He looked to Thimble in question, and in answer she pointed to a person up ahead who was busy nailing a poster into a streetlamp. A heavily armored person, like a knight.

Ash squinted and could guess the Wanted poster had Harrey’s face on it. “Right. Where do we find him a Baa disguise?”

Thimble gave him and Drisel a thumbs-up. “Leave it to me!”

After a short wait, the Baa girl returned with a bag of items and set to work on Harrey in the alley’s shaded shelter: His hair was hidden under a blue wig—the color of all male Baa’s hair, just as pink was female’s—with two spindly horns taped on; and clumps of wool glued around his wrists and chest; and a tail pinned to the seat of his pants.

He looked ridiculous. Surely someone would notice how fake this was?

Harrey didn’t seem to mind the wild getup and strode back into the street to test it out. Ash cringed as they continued meandering through the street’s bustle and vendor tables. But no one blinked at the older boy twice, much to his surprise. They did, however, eye human Ash and Drisel with open skepticism.

They were getting closer to the knight now—a female, tough as iron—and her attention veered their way for several long, heart pounding seconds. Beside him, Drisel grabbed and squeezed his hand.

But the knight turned back to her work and made her way to the opposite side of the street with more posters.

“She’s looking for you,” Ash whispered up at Harrey’s elbow. “One wrong move and she could figure it out.”

“Mm,” was all Harrey replied, smiling carefree, a skip in his step, clearly enjoying being a Baa.

Ash grumbled.

Once past the knight, they all breathed better. Thimble stopped to spin on her heel and indicate two shops around them. “Both of those carry jewels and gems from the Floating Isles, perfect for tourists,” she told them. “If that’s all you need, then I should get back to our workshop before Sister gets mad.”

“Wait!” Drisel said before she could leave. “What about an inn? A place to stay for the night?”

“Granny’s is good for that.” Thimble nodded her chin at a sign swaying high above a stacked tower of rickety shops. Ropes and steps led up the sides to the higher level. “Tell her I sent you, and she’ll be nicer. Now, I really should go.”

“O...okay.”

The Baa girl waved, and Drisel almost seemed sad waving back.

But before Thimble got far, Harrey spoke up. “Could you explain what that is?” He was staring up into the sky above the town, his eyebrows knit together.

Ash raised his head and saw it too.

It resembled an old-style airship, except the balloon portion was round and painted like a giant moon, and with something like a sea vessel attacked underneath—all wood planks, ropes and sails. Strange gadgets and whirring things spilled out over the sides, like a cart overflowing with exotic items. The airship was lowering down to a set of docks not far from them in the center of town.

“Him?” said Thimble. “That’s the Man in Moon. He’s a barter and trader who brings all sorts of things from the lands below. Baa love to buy things from other places.”

“Hmm, a trader...” Harrey scratched his chin. Ash tipped his head, wondering what he could be thinking.

“Are we searching the jewelry shops or what?” Ash asked.

“Who do you think would be most likely to carry a certain special crystal up here and be able to keep it hidden?” pondered Harrey, his attention fixed on the descending airship.

“Well...someone trusted by the king, maybe?”

Harrey nodded. “Yep, but it has to be someone everybody likes and who wouldn’t be seen as suspicious. Someone who can get around and who knows the area well. Let me tell you, Ash.” He leaned sideways to Ash’s short height. “Nobody knows their way around better than a trader does.”

For once something the older boy said made sense. Maybe Harrey wasn’t as blissfully ignorant as he seemed. He did have the mind of an inventor, after all.

“Let’s go meet this Man in Moon!” Harrey decided, and he trotted his way through the crowd.

“Wait up!” Ash gripped Drisel’s hand and hurried after him.

“Did you hear the news?” Two Baa they passed were gossiping. “Another Baa has gone missing.”

“Another one?” gasped a pink wool lady to an elder.

“It was a young boy this time. Such a tragedy. The family must be heartbroken.”

Ash slowed down to listen in. Thimble’s keen sheep ears were already listening.

“It was that Wolf, no doubt,” the lady said bitterly. “The mayor should get rid of him now, before he kills us all. How many more must we lose until he’s put to a stop?”

“Wolf...” Thimble murmured, and Ash turned toward her. “He was talking to us, gathering fruit... He didn’t do it!” The Baa girl suddenly shoved away and ran back through the busy street.

“Thimble!” Drisel called out, but the girl had disappeared.

“C’mon,” said Ash. “We can’t leave Harrey alone. We’re supposed to stick together.” Drisel’s eyes watered, but her feet followed his. “Don’t forget our mission, Drisel. It has to come first before everything else.”
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Chapter 9:
Man in Moon
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THE MOON AIRSHIP WAS the size of a large two-story house. A crowd of Baa surrounded the gangplank as it lowered to the docking platform.

Ash was too short to see above the crowd. Harrey picked him up and let him balance on his shoulders and held Drisel up in his arms. They all three watched as the gangplank thumped and a tall, narrow figure strode down it.

The blue sleeves of a long robe billowed, embroidered with silver stars and moons, and a trimmed white beard snaked down to the ground; a pointy hat with a crescent moon on its tip bobbed along with the figure’s gait. The Man in Moon lifted his arms and waved. A shower of silver fireworks from his sleeves shot above the crowd, making sparkling waterfalls of light, and the Baa cheered and made sounds of awe.

“Good Baa ladies and gentlemen,” spoke Man, “I return with a bountiful haul of items, artifacts and precious things from the lands below.” He flung his arms, and what looked like wrapped candy showered the crowd—Baa eagerly dove to catch the sweets. “Line up in an orderly fashion and see for yourselves what I’ve brought. First come, first served!”

The Baa rushed forward, and it was quite a bit of jostling and shoving before a line was formed leading into the moon airship to see and buy what new goods he offered.

“Guess we’ll be waiting a long while,” groaned Harrey.

The line and time crept by slower than molasses, until finally most of the Baa had finished and it was now their turn. Clomping up the gangplank and into the airship’s hull, the air went from sun-baking heat to musty warm. The smell of old things, dust, and metal lay everywhere. To the right and left of the wood plank halls was an assortment of oddities—most with a purpose Ash couldn’t decipher.

So much stuff crammed every space that it was an effort to walk about; some of it spilled out of the small windows which lined the hull and let in dull light.

Propped up flags, stacked propellers and fans, and big bulbous plants with teeth were in one corner; piles of ropes and nets of all types, drawers of jewels and big colorful stones in another corner. There were paintings and warped photographs, bright patterned fabrics, and tables full of gadgets, all spread along the walls, which Harrey immediately went to—and those were just a few of the items in the haul.

Ash inspected the large rocks, looking for the white spell crystal. Nothing looked promising, though.

“Anything in particular that you desire?” asked a voice.

Ash spun around, and the Man in Moon displayed a toothy smile, his back hunched and hands folded behind him. “Um, no, not really,” Ash tried not to mumble.

“That so?” said Man, “But you looked to be searching so diligently through these rocks.”

“I...like rocks, is all.” Ash glanced up then away from Man’s bearded face.

Harrey came over, combing his blue wig disguise with a fork-like object. “So, you’re a famous trader here?” he probed.

Man in Moon gave a slow nod. “And you’re not really a Baa, are you?”

“Ah, what gave me away?” Harrey mock pouted.

Man chuckled. “I’m around humans enough to know when I see one trying to disguise himself.”

“Heheh, you got me,” Harrey laughed. “It’s been fun touring the Floating Isles, and even more fun dressing up as a Baa.”

“I must say, you do almost look the part.” Though Man smiled, Ash was beginning to feel uneasy. It reminded him of the pretend smiles people gave him and his orphan friends, a smile of suspicion and deceit.

“Where’s the really good stuff?” asked Harrey. “Y’know, the more valuable cargo that most can’t afford?”

“Oh? Have enough money, do you?” His gray bushy eyebrows rose.

Harrey shrugged. “If there’s something I like, maybe.”

“Well then.” Man slipped out a key from his sleeve and opened a door blended into the right-hand wall. The special room, not as crowded with items, held an eye-full of colorful and dazzling objects and weapons on display. He ushered them inside.

“Wooow.” Harrey whistled. “Quite a collection here!”

“Yes. I travel many lands, seeking only the best for my buyers.” Man folded his hands in his sleeves, pride lifting his head high.

Ash scanned the space, but nothing of white crystal was in sight. How were they going to thoroughly search this place with Man at their side? No doubt the crystal would be well hidden if it was here. There could be more secret doors and crevices to hide it in. They needed time to search.

“Ash, do you see anything you’d like?” Harrey asked suddenly.

Ash blinked, and Man’s attention went to him.

“Um, a dagger or something would be cool,” Ash mumbled, shifting his feet.

“I have a few here.” Man in Moon pulled two drawers out from the wall: daggers displayed inside.

Ash couldn’t help but be awed by the sight of the weapons. But then he noticed Harrey move behind Man; his hands were at work behind his back, pulling out and assembling something from a deep pocket. It looked like a robotic frog. The frog’s eyes glowed awake as Harrey’s fingers turned something and he quickly bent down and tucked the frog behind a cluttered corner. Meanwhile, Ash pointed at different daggers, asking questions and keeping Man distracted.

“That dagger was forged in dragon’s breath,” Man described the one Ash fingered. “It was one of the—”

“Find one you like?” Harrey interrupted, craning over Ash’s shoulder.

“Well, yes. But they’re pretty expensive...” said Ash.

“That’s no problem at all! Oh, wait, I forgot to switch more of my wallet’s currency,” Harrey fibbed and pulled out a frayed wallet. “I only changed enough for the inn tonight. I don’t suppose you take green bills?”

“Green bills?” Man frowned. “No such currency exists in Wonderland.”

“Ah, that’s fine. I’ll change it to Baa currency and be back tomorrow,” said Harrey hurriedly. “You will still be here, right?”

“For a full week, in fact,” said Man. To Ash, he looked even more suspicious of them than he did before.

‘He knows we’re up to something,’ thought Ash.

“Let’s go and make our inn reservation, then, shall we?” Harrey caught both Ash and Drisel by the shoulders, steering them out. “We’ll be back tomorrow; count on it!”

The Man in Moon lightly bowed, arms folded. “I look forward to your return.”

Back out on the streets of the sky town, Ash pulled free of Harrey’s grip and faced him squarely. “What was that frog-thing you hid?”

“Oh, him? Heheh, my robot frog helper! I’m glad I kept him with me all this time.” Harrey made a sly grin. “He’ll scout the moon ship for us, and report back if the crystal’s hidden somewhere. Pretty clever, right? I knew good ol’ Frobbit would come in handy one day.”

“If it doesn’t get caught,” Ash muttered.
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Chapter 10:
Red Trail
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THE BAA DIDN’T KNOW what to make of Harrey’s Earth money. But they were willing to exchange currency for the sundial watch on his wrist.

“Uncle’s gonna kill me!” Harrey whispered before reluctantly handing it over.

“Why did you pretend in front of Man in Moon that we had Wonderland cash?” Drisel questioned quietly.

“Because he’s all about money and wouldn’t tolerate us on his ship if we weren’t potential customers.” Harrey winked. He pocketed the exchanged Baa cash.

They came to Granny’s Inn: a three-story structure stacked haphazardly atop the town’s second level of shops. It swayed and creaked with the high sky winds.

Scaling a steep staircase leading up to the third level, they reached and entered the inn’s creaky door and cool atmosphere. Despite the baking sun outside, indoors felt nice.

A hefty Baa woman with graying pink wooly hair and gnarled horns approached. Ash would expect someone who served customers to be all smiles and friendliness, but her grimace looked as if she could care less if they stayed or not. Not a very profitable way of doing business, he thought.

“What do you lot want?” barked the woman innkeeper.

“A room for three, please!” Harrey said cheerfully.

“So what?” The woman regarded them sourly, a washrag held over her shoulder.

Harrey’s mouth fell ajar, at a loss for words.

Drisel piped up, “Thimble suggested we stay here.”

“Thimble, eh? Fine.” The innkeeper snatched Harrey’s money and pointed a thumb up a set of stairs at the back. “Room 19 on the third floor.”

Rickety steps squealed and groaned as Ash followed Harrey and Drisel up to the inn’s highest floor. He could feel the wind rocking them back and forth like waves rocking a ship. He hoped there wouldn’t be any seasickness along with it.

Three beds that looked like sardine cans stuffed with wool dotted their cramped room. Exhausted, Ash flopped face-first down on one, not caring which. He heard Drisel and Harrey do the same.

“Quite a day of exploration!” Harrey voiced and stretched. “I don’t think these legs have ever done so much walking, before entering Wonderland, y’know?”

Drisel yawned and nodded. Ash didn’t respond.

“Whoops! I almost forgot, we need some grub before we go off to dreamland,” said Harrey. “Can’t sleep on an empty stomach! I’ll see what I can find us.”

Cheese and bread ended up being their dinner—the cheapest on the menu. Ash’s stomach growled for something more, but he tried to ignore it and sleep. All that night the walls groaned around them and the floor and ceiling tilted side-to-side, threatening to break apart, and yet the flexible inn structure somehow held together. Ash tossed and turned on the small bed sleeplessly.

Wonderland was a strange place, and exciting at first. A part of him had hoped he and Drisel would find a permanent place to belong here, somewhere. A stable place of their own, where they didn’t have to worry about being kicked out or relying on others. Staying with Harrey and his uncle back on Earth wasn’t bad, but how long could it last? How long before they kicked them out, too? Nothing in life was ever stable unless you made it that way yourself—that’s how Ash felt.

‘Why am I thinking about this now? I should be trying to sleep...’

He tried to imagine the creaks and howling wind beyond the window to be an off-kilter lullaby, but then it just became a creepy tune like something sung from his nightmares.

Then, he thought he heard something whimper.

Creeeak!

Ash sat bolt upright, his heart pounding. He stared about.

Early dawn shed light through the dust-caked window, and an odd snoring noise was coming from Harrey, sleeping on his stomach and drooling over a pillow. Ash made a disgusted face and got up.

Then he noticed Drisel’s bed was empty. She wasn’t anywhere in the room.

Pulse beating in his ears, Ash changed back into his clothes and hurried downstairs. “Did you see my human companion? The brunette girl?” he asked the large innkeeper when he spotted her.

The Baa woman turned a putrid frown down at him. “Like I care? She ran off. Deal with it.”

Ash held his tongue from saying some choice words and made his way out into the sky town morning.

She ran off, where? He pondered, then got an idea. “Thimble. She was worried about her...and it’d be just like Drisel to go and comfort her.” He just hoped he could remember the way to Thimble’s workshop.

It took a lot of rickety-bridge walking before Ash found himself back on the orchard island where they’d first ran into Wolf. Not much farther and he would reach the workshop.

Ash followed the path through the fruit-growing island, when a spot of red on the dirt ahead caught his attention. He eyed it as he drew near.

A red smear: blood.

A chill ran through him.

He looked around and spotted a second red blotch. Then a third.

There was a trail of bloody prints leading off the path and through the undergrowth.

Ash swallowed.

What if Drisel had run into someone on her way here, someone like Wolf...?

He hurried, following the red prints until they faded and become no more than foot indentations in the soil. Then even those vanished after a while, and he was left to guess where to go next.

He looked at the dangling fruit and the chirping birds around him—all useless to aid in his desperate search. Some hero he was. He had already lost his friend Nico, and now he was about to lose Drisel too. What was the point of him being here, if he was this useless to those he cared about?

‘Drisel, please be okay!’

He pushed through a thicket of bushes, and there came to a pool with a cave arching beside it. The cave looked lived in: baskets, gathered produce, drying herbs and fabrics scattered about.

This must be where Wolf lived! Problem was, the place was swarming with Baa—very angry Baa.

They toppled and trashed everything in sight, shouting out Wolf’s name and combing the area for him.

Ash backed away.

What was happening? They couldn’t be here because of Drisel. She was human and the Baa couldn’t care less about her. There must be some other reason they were after Wolf.

‘Doesn’t matter. Whatever’s going on, Drisel clearly isn’t here,’ he thought. Where would Wolf take her, if she was still alive and Ash wasn’t a failure for a second time?

‘She has to be alive...’ He recalled the red footprints, his hands shaking. ‘She has to be!’

Thimble—he needed her and her sister’s help. They knew the Floating Isles better than him.

And they were the only Baa who might be willing to help.
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Chapter 11:
Where is Wolf?
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‘GOTTA HURRY, GOTTA hurry!’

Ash crossed the final rickety bridge across the sky that led onto the workshop’s island, his stomach trying not to be sick.

He stumbled into the odd building, panting and struggling to call out. He had to hurry, had to get their help to find Drisel before it was too late!

“Thimble! Thimble?”

Wooly pink hair came out from the shop’s back door, and the Baa girl appeared around the desk. “One of the humans.” Thimble eyed him. “What’s wrong?”

“Drisel,” he panted. “She’s missing! And—”

“Ash?” A brunette girl followed after Thimble, an expression of guilt on her face.

Ash stared at her for a moment. Drisel, here, alive and well—not taken, not eaten by a wolf.

“Drisel!” he shouted, relief mixing with anger, and gave her a brief hug before holding her shoulders. “How could you leave without saying anything?” he almost yelled. “I thought— I thought you’d been...”

“Thought what?” said Drisel, puzzlement replacing her guilt. “I was worried about Thimble. I had to see if she was okay, and I knew if I said anything, you’d stop me. You don’t have to be my nanny, Ash.”

“N-nanny?” Ash stuttered, then shook his head. “Wandering out here on your own was careless, plain and simple. Even I wouldn’t do that in a strange land like this.”

“Where’s Harrey, then?”

“That’s beside the point. Trouble’s brewing with the Baa up on that garden island.”

Beside Drisel, Thimble gasped, her gaze going wide. “Where Wolf lives? Why? What happened?” she demanded, grabbing a fistful of his shirt.

He frowned. “I don’t know. But there was a trail of bloody footprints leading up to his cave-house, and Baa were swarming the place. I thought Drisel had been...”

“Killed by Wolf?” Thimble’s face clouded over. “I told you he’s not like that—he’s never been like that! Wolf wouldn’t hurt anybody.”

“Then how did blood get there?” Ash pressed. But Thimble was already hurrying out the door, and Drisel tagged along.

Ash threw his hands up in the air and trotted after the unstoppable girls.

“If he isn’t at his house,” Drisel said as they crossed the bridge to the garden island, “then where is he? You don’t think the Baa have him already, do you?”

Thimble shook her pink wooly head. “Wolf is smart. And it sounds like they’re still looking for him.” The Baa girl veered down a narrow trail in the garden that Ash hadn’t noticed before. It brought them to a steep bridge inclining up through the clouds—up to an island floating almost above their heads.

“There is one place I know of, a secret place where he likes to be alone. I first met him there,” said Thimble. She climbed without fear up the steep planks, her hoof-like feet making it easy. Drisel tried to imitate her, but she and Ash had to hoist themselves up with every step while gripping the rope rails.

Wind currents battered at their left side while they climbed with effort, hair whipping and blinding them. Thimble made it to the top and turned to pull them each onto the ledge with her.

There, they faced a dense barrier of trees—this small island nothing but woods. Without a word, Thimble plunged into its green, shadowy depths.

“Why does this look familiar?” Ash muttered dryly at the trees.

“C’mon!” Drisel slapped his arm before diving into the green. “This isn’t the Cursed Forest.”

Ash shook himself. She was right; it’d be fine. He had to get over that fear.

He plunged in, pushing branches and leaves aside to make room, as twigs clawed at his clothes. It was cool if humid in here, and there was a cedar flavor in the air. He followed the crunch of Thimble’s feet.

After what felt like an hour but was probably only a few minutes, they came into a small clearing: a space sheltered under the tree canopy, with a pond and a little waterfall trickling down. And there, sitting cross-legged on a steppingstone before the waterfall, was Wolf.

“Wolf!”

Even before Thimble said his name, Wolf’s ears twitched forward and his eyes opened. Surprised to see them, he rose to his feet slowly with trepidation. “You shouldn’t be here,” he tried to say, but Thimble hopped across the steppingstones until she stood before him and the cascading water.

“What’s happened, Wolf? Why is the town after you?”

Wolf’s gaze was hesitant, eyeing the two young humans as if weighing how trustworthy they were. “I’m not sure.” He swallowed. “It was dawn when the Baa came after me, storming into the cave. I heard them just in time for me to flee, but...they kept shouting.” Wolf held the sides of his head. “Kept shouting about murder. Bloody footprints. Another Baa gone missing. They...” his voice wavered and pupils constricted. “They’re blaming me again...blaming me for the disappearances. They’ll sentence me to death.” His throat tightened. “They’ll kill me for something I didn’t do!”

Thimble hopped up to him and wrapped her small arms around him—his waist the only part she could reach. “Don’t worry, Wolf. I know you’re innocent,” she soothed. Wolf relaxed a fraction, a small tear spilling down his cheek. “We’re here to help you, Wolf. We’ll keep you safe.”

“How?” Wolf pushed away from her, though not unkindly. “I can’t get you involved in this, Thimble. You’re the only person who’s ever seen me as a person and not some trickster wolf. I don’t want you or your sister getting hurt because of me.”

The look on Thimble’s face said she wasn’t going to waver in her decision. “No, Wolf. I’m tired of everybody blaming you for bad things that happen! We’re going to solve this.” She grabbed hold of his hand. “Together.”
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Chapter 12:
The Need for a Plan
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“I CAN’T CONVINCE YOU to stay out of this?” Wolf tried again.

“No,” Thimble reaffirmed, large eyes glinting with a determination too strong for anything to prevail against.

Wolf gave in. “I don’t see how anything can make a difference, though,” he added somberly. “You’d have to convince the whole Baa town I have nothing to do with these disappearances—and if you ask me, that’s plain impossible.”

“But we will! We can!”

“You’re being naïve, Thimble.”

Ash and Drisel watched their back-and-forth talk from the edge of the pond, and after a while Ash shook his head. “I’m not sure it’s possible, either.” At Drisel’s pout he added: “But we’ll still try; no need to glare at me.” He turned back the way they’d come through the woods. “Harrey’s a goofball, but maybe he’ll think of something we can try. We should head back to town and find him.”

Drisel cocked her head, then nodded. “Let’s do. He’s got a few tricks up his sleeve.” She cupped her mouth and shouted across the water to Thimble and Wolf, “We’ve gotta go find our other travel partner, now. He might have some ideas that can help!”

Thimble nodded and waved. “Let’s meet at the shop tomorrow!”

“Okay!”

***
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EDGING DOWN THE STEEP bridge from the woods island was more difficult, and it felt like forever until he and Drisel made it back to the town’s floating island. It took even longer to find their inn again.

Ash swallowed when he spotted Harrey: his arms folded, leaning beside the inn’s front doors.

Shuffling up to him, and trying not to look guilty, Ash tried to explain.

“We didn’t mean to leave without telling you. I just— Drisel was missing when I woke up, so I went to find her, and... I thought it’d be easy, so I didn’t bother waking you.” He shifted uncomfortably under the older boy’s blank gaze. “You aren’t...mad, are you?”

Harrey shifted to lean on his other foot and twisted his mouth to the side. “Of course I am!” he said. “After all, you left me out of the fun. You’d better fill me in on what happened!”

‘Wait, that’s what he’s upset about? Being left out? Not that we ran off and could’ve been in danger?’ Ash’s guilt sunk away, replaced by irritation.

“While you were off adventuring...” Harrey said,

—‘That’s not what I would call it,’ Ash thought—

“...I waited for feedback from Frobbit, but the little guy hasn’t sent me anything. Not even a location signal!” Harrey exhaled and groaned, rubbing a hand down his face. “Something must’ve happened to him. I’m sure he didn’t malfunction again, which means it must be the fault of that Man in Moon geezer.”

“O...kay. So, let’s go back to his ship, then,” said Ash.

“I would have already, by now.” Harrey set his hands on his hips. “But I had to stay here and wait for certain kids to get back—making sure nothing bad had happened to them.” One of his hands bopped Ash over the head, and the kid winced.

‘Oh. I guess he was worried about us, after all.’

Drisel gave a nervous laugh beside Ash. “We’re wasting time chatting. Let’s go get Frobbit!”

Harrey shook his head disapprovingly and straightened. “Kids have no sense of guilt these days,” he muttered, then proceeded down the rickety steps from the inn toward the street far below. “I’m gonna go grab us a quick snack on the way, unless you’ve already eaten without me?”

“No, we haven’t!” Ash huffed.

***
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MUNCHING ON AN ASSORTMENT of grilled chicken and peppers skewered on sticks, Harrey, Ash and Drisel made their way to the town dock where Man in Moon’s airship sat anchored.

Or at least, where it was supposed to be anchored. The dock lay quiet and empty, no sounds but the cool breeze batting at their jackets. Drisel exclaimed, and Harrey tapped his finished skewer stick against his lips.

“I recall Man saying he would be here the whole week, am I right?” pondered Harrey.

Ash confirmed with a nod, narrowing his gaze at the bare dock. “Yeah, he did.”

“Hmm,” Harrey hummed. “Me thinks there be trouble afoot. And that moon ship has something to do with it!”

“Why are you talking weird?” Ash muttered under his breath.

“It’s time to go moon ship hunting!” Harrey speared his skewer into the sky.
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Chapter 13:
Baa-napper Strikes Again

[image: image]


THEIR “MOON SHIP HUNTING” went late into the evening and proved unsuccessful. The ship had either left the sky isles or hidden itself very well indeed.

Forced to give up for now, Harrey’s crew went back to the rickety inn for the night.

When morning approached, Drisel was already up and ready to go meet Thimble at the workshop, much to Ash’s irritation. Did they have to be in such a rush every morning?

“You’re going to eat breakfast?” Drisel heaved an exasperated sigh at him, and she hopped from foot to foot, glaring at Harrey too. “You guys take forever! Sheesh, I’m not gonna hang around here waiting for you two to eat. See you at the shop!”

“Drisel, don’t—”

But she was already out the door.

Ash grumbled. “Don’t go off alone again,” he finished, and stuffed a breadroll into his mouth. He rose to follow her, when Harrey’s hand caught his sleeve.

“Mm-mm, you wai heewa. Wai fo me. No wunning off again,” Harrey mouthed around a boiled egg.

Ash shrugged free and crossed his arms. “Fine, I’ll wait. But hurry up!”

Harrey gulped down a glass of strange red fruit juice, then sighed, satisfied. “That hits the spot! Whatever it is...” He eyed the cup. “Okay, let’s go meet up with those cute Baa gals!”

*
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MEETING UP DIDN’T QUITE happen as expected. Just before they reached the workshop’s island, Drisel came running towards them with older Baa sister, Thelma, on her tail.

Ash could see the frightened creases on her face before she skidded to a halt. “What’s wrong?” he began.

“Thimble is gone!” Drisel shouted. Her fists trembled before her and tears welled the corners of her wide eyes.

“Gone?” Ash repeated. His pulse quickened but he tried to keep level-headed. “She’s probably just with Wolf again.”

“No!” Drisel shook her head emphatically.

The cool Baa sister further explained, “She didn’t come home last night. I waited for her, then thought she’d decided to stay with Drisel at the inn. Clearly that wasn’t the case.”

“I have to find Wolf and tell him!” Drisel set off at a run, once again leaving Ash and Harrey behind.

Harrey scratched the back of his head, watching her dust trail fade up to the rope bridge. “That girl is one fast runner...”

“And impatient,” mouthed Ash.

“Welp, somebody’s got to follow her!” Harrey stretched his arms and trotted after the speedy girl. “You stay with Thelma!” he shouted over a shoulder.

Ash looked to the grass at his feet. Thimble—they shouldn’t have left her alone with Wolf.

He shook his head. No, Wolf seemed to genuinely care about Thimble, and they’d been friends for a long time.

But if the one to blame wasn’t Wolf, then who was the real Baa-napper?

Poor Thimble...she’d been such a lively spirit, full of potential. He deeply hoped that she was okay—that they could find her in time.

‘How can I hope to find her, when I’ve been nothing but useless?’

If he couldn’t save Nico, one of his best friends, what made him think he could save somebody else?

‘But I can’t just sit around doing nothing. Even if I am a failure, doing nothing hurts worse!’

“I need to find that moon ship,” said Ash.

“Moon ship?” Thelma repeated near his side. The older Baa girl posed with a hand on her curvy hip. “That thing Man in Moon flies? Why do you need to find that ol’ machine?”

“Just a hunch, I guess.” He looked up, surveying the blue sky. “Like Harrey said: traders are smart. They know things about the area and people they do business with. He could know something about this Baa-napping mystery or...maybe even be a part of it.”

“Whatever you say, kid. But accusing somebody as popular as Man in Moon of something won’t go over well.”

“Unless I have proof,” he countered. “But where could a big airship hide in the Floating Isles?” he asked her. “Can you help me search?”

She combed a hand through her voluminous pink hair. “Guess I can. But just for a bit. I’d rather search the town.”

Ash nodded. The sister wasn’t convinced of his theory and had her own ideas of where to search. “Fair enough. Any help is appreciated.”

“We’ll have to go up.” Thelma pointed an index finger. “Up to the High Plains.”

***
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DRISEL FORCED THE BRAMBLES aside and found Wolf, there within the dense woods island. He looked up. Surprise and something like unease crossed his features.

She knew he must be wondering why Thimble wasn’t with her. And when Harrey came trotting up too, Wolf looked more defensive than ever.

“Don’t run, Wolf.” She tried to ease his fear. “I came to tell you something.”

His gaze narrowed. “What?”

Drisel swallowed, gathering strength before saying the words. “Thimble is...missing.”
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Chapter 14:
At the Fang Rocks
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ASH LET THE OLDER BAA girl guide him to an islet hovering nearby their workshop island. On it sat a rectangular basket attached to a pulley system, big enough to carry four people.

Ash craned his neck back to follow the pulley ropes leading straight up through a cloud.

Thelma climbed into the basket without a care and gave him an impatient look. He followed inside. “The High Plains are up there?” he asked.

She gave a curt nod, then pointed to one of the pulley ropes. “Pull us up. We don’t have all day.”

Ash eyed the rope and flexed his hands. He gripped the rough fibers and pulled.

The basket lifted slightly.

“Pull harder! Don’t you have more muscle?”

Ash rubbed his aching hands and pulled harder. The rope squealed as the basket rose some more. He let out a wheezing breath. “Can’t you help?” He craned his neck.

Thelma sniffed. “You’re the male. You do the work.”

Ash groaned. He clenched his teeth and tugged the rope harder. ‘Insufferable Baa! I’m a kid—how am I supposed to have more muscle?’ This was going to take him a while...

After tugging and pulling for who knew how long, the basket finally rose through the cloud layer, its condensation cooling them; and on the other side, an expanding island of rolling hills came into view, stretching green into the horizon. The High Plains.

The basket wobbled as it locked into position against the island and let them climb out. Ash surveyed the green fields and dotted woods winding up to a low mountain. He tried to see as far as he could, searching for anything that resembled Man in Moon’s airship.

It wasn’t anywhere near where they stood, but there were plenty of places farther in the plains that could obscure the moon ship from sight. He chose a rocky, wooded area to search and headed out for it.

“A lot of land to search, kid,” commented Thelma.

She was right.

“I know, but we have to start somewhere. Some of those rocky hills could be hiding something.”

She stuffed her hands in her pockets and followed his trot toward the nearest grouping of rocks and trees.

An hour passed as they climbed and wove through the hills there, finding nothing.

They tried a stand of solitary woods across the next field, still finding nothing.

Ash felt like he was on a board game, weaving to and fro across the green board to every landmark he could see while the other players laughed at him. But he couldn’t give up—he wouldn’t!

More hours of searching passed, and by then they’d covered only a third of the High Plains. Thelma bent, hands resting on knees, catching her breath.

“No more, kid. I’ve had enough of this,” she wheezed. A strong breeze rolling across the grassy plain now battered them. “Thimble isn’t here.” She waved at the rest of the island they hadn’t yet covered. “Man in Moon might be, but I don’t believe he has anything to do with this. He’s been a friend of the Baa for a long time; I doubt he would ruin that by kidnapping our young.”

What she said did make sense. But...

“I’m going back,” Thelma said finally. “There are other places I want to check—more likely places where my sister could be.”

Ash hung his chin. She was being more sensible than he was. But...

“Good luck, kid.” She waved back a hand. “Head back before it gets dark. Wouldn’t want vampire bats finding you up here alone.”

Ash shuddered. But...

What was it Madnes always did? Followed his instincts, investigated whenever he felt something was off. Madnes had a special power that Ash didn’t have—true—but...maybe he should follow his instincts too, just this once.

“I’ll try.” He waved as the Baa girl trotted off on her sheep-like feet. Now, he was on his own.

He turned to face the rest of the island left unsearched, the wind battering his face and jacket. “Okay...I can do this.” He clenched his hands.

He made his way to the next copse of trees, climbed up a branch where he could get a better view, and selected his next targets.

He slid down the rocks of an outcropping, hiked up and around a wooded hill, and followed a winding trail around the base of the rolling foothills in his search.

Still, no moon ship. And it was already well past noon, though a layer of gray clouds was making it feel much later.

“Maybe he’s on a different island, after all.” Ash sighed. There were too many places for an airship to go in the Floating Isles.

“One last try, then I have to leave,” he told himself. He’d meet up with Harry, see if he and Drisel had found anything.

There was an odd hillside of jutting boulders with sharp tips, like reverse vampire fangs, nearer the mountain. Ash let his feet carry him toward the spot, barely able to feel his numb toes anymore through his worn shoes.

Wind tore at his clothes and hair until he reached the hillside’s shelter. He rested his hand on a white rock, eyeing its soaring height and pillar fang-like shape—much taller now that he was standing at its base.

He wove through the forest of white fang rocks, flattening the weeds and pebbles under his shoes.

Something gray showed between two pillar rocks when he passed by. He halted and backtracked. The gray thing was distant and round.

He wove forward, edging towards it; and where something like a meadow interrupted the sharp rock forest, there sat the moon ship.

Ash stumbled and grabbed at a pillar to halt himself. There it was, finally! He’d found Man in Moon.

There wasn’t much time to exult in his success, however. He made his way to the moon ship quietly, keeping out of the view of the windows as best he could.

A thick, heavy rope with an anchor lodged in the ground around a boulder kept the moon ship grounded. It also made for a clever way to sneak onboard as Ash shimmied up the rope—not an easy thing to do, and quite painful; his hands still ached from the pulley’s rope.

Grabbing the lip of the guardrail, Ash hoisted himself up and over onto the ship deck. He paused, listening for any sounds, then crept to the tall cabin door he knew would lead down into the hull of the ship. The door creaked open under his touch and he held his breath.

He entered the upper cabin room, stepping around a jumble of objects and fishing nets left about unwanted, and made for the set of stairs at the end. The steep steps creaked a little at his foot’s touch, and he tried his best to suck in his weight and be as light as possible while he crept down the rest of the way.

The familiar and crowded space, which was the hull of the ship, spread beyond the stairs.

“RIBBIT...ROBBIT...”

Ash jumped at the sudden noise at his heels and jerked his neck to look behind him.

From a shadow under the steps, a robot frog blinked glowing eyes at him.

‘Frobbit! He’s here, and still...functioning?’

He picked the frog up to examine it.

“Looking for something?”

Ash spun around at the voice, dread pounding his chest.

“Man in Moon.”
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Chapter 15:
Who Did It?

[image: image]


MAN IN MOON STOOD TALL before Ash, the silver moons and stars woven in his long robe glittering from the faint window light. His old, yet not old, face angled down at him.

Ash’s toes curled inside his shoes. Though the robot frog in his hands was working, its locater beacon had been switched off—that’s why they’d lost track of it and couldn’t receive any search results.

With his thumb, Ash switched the beacon back on, keeping his gaze up at the man.

“Is that contraption yours?” Man glided forward, his neat white beard trailing across the floorboards with him. “It was being quite nosy, hopping about the place.”

Ash stuffed Frobbit into the widest pocket of his cargo pants. How should he answer? His mind whirled. What would Madnes do if he were here?

‘I have to find Thimble—find who’s been kidnapping Baa.’ He gathered resolve into a bundle within his chest, drawing strength. He wasn’t a hero, but he had to do the best he could for Thimble.

“Harrey dropped this and thought he’d lost it,” Ash managed to say. “W-we’ve been looking for your ship. Everybody in town’s been wondering where you’ve gone. I thought you said you’d stay at the docks for a week.”

Man in Moon folded his bony hands into wide blue sleeves, staring Ash down. “There were unforeseen circumstances,” he replied. “Too much commotion going on in town. It’s not good for business when folks get riled up.”

“Riled up?” Ash kept close to the stairs behind him. “Why are they riled up?”

Man jerked his head to the side, long beard curling at his slippered feet. “Something about more Baa disappearances. I’m sure you’ve heard.”

“Oh, those.” Ash feigned surprise. “I was meaning to ask if you knew anything about that?”

Man’s gaze lingered on him, as piercing as a vulture’s.

Ash swallowed. “My friend Thimble has gone missing. And I was hoping, since you’re a trader and travel the sky, you might have seen or heard something last night?”

Ash analyzed Man in Moon’s expression, searching for any telltale signs that might indicate he knew something. But Man was as blank as stone to read. No wrinkles hinting of lies, guilt, or satisfaction.

“It was quiet up here, so I cannot say that I have,” Man answered. “However...” His fingers began combing down the length of beard. “There are a few suspicious persons that could be of interest.”

“Suspicious persons?”

“One of them being that Wolf.” Anger flickered behind Man’s pupils. “His race are a cunning, trickstery lot and not meant to be trusted. But besides that valid point,” Man furthered, “Wolf has more motive than anyone else on the Floating Isles to kidnap and murder the Baa who, all his life, have abused him. Yes...” Man folded his hands and leaned forward, his shadow falling over Ash. “I can think of no better culprit than Wolf.”

Ash backed away from Man’s overbearing shadow, his tall hat tipped with a crescent moon resembling a claw stretching across the floorboards. What Man said did make sense; that was why Ash had been reluctant to trust Wolf from the beginning. But could Wolf really hurt the only Baa girl in the isles who cared about him? Could he hurt Thimble, who clearly had feelings for him? Ash couldn’t picture Wolf doing that, not after seeing how he’d hugged the Baa girl close, so tenderly.

Crud, he needed Madnes and his mystery-solving power... But Madnes had entrusted this job to his group. They had to find the Terraforming spell’s crystal and save Thimble without his help.

‘The crystal! I’d almost forgotten.’

“Is that all the questions you have, boy?” Man straightened, silver moons and stars swishing with the blue robe’s movement.

Ash leaned to peer around the man, though nothing but cluttered merchandise lay about the hull room beyond. “I suppose,” he mumbled uncertainly.

“Good. Then I shall see you another time, perhaps, if you plan to prolong your stay in the isles.” Man moved forward, and Ash was forced to back up into the stairs. A bony hand reached and pulled down on a hanging cord. With a loud creak a doorway opened in the hull leading out into daylight. Was it just an illusion or did Man’s shadow darken, its crescent moon reach for his throat?

Ash turned, exiting the airship with haste, not realizing how afraid he was of Man until now. He rushed out into the fresh air and stopped, looking back over a shoulder as the doorway to the airship closed.

‘I should have looked around, checked the side rooms. Why didn’t I?’ Goosebumps puckered his arms, and he rubbed at them. He was afraid—very afraid.

Heading back towards the tall fang-like rocks surrounding the meadow, Ash took Frobbit out and analyzed the robot some more.

Man must have been the one to switch the locater beacon off; but why? There were speakers on Frobbit’s underside, which allowed it to talk. He tapped his finger on a cog that jutted curiously beside it.

“Help! Someone, please!” a pleading voice cried out, spiking his pulse.

Ash jumped, and the robot flung in the air from his hands. Frobbit tumbled down, and he had to dive to catch it before it hit the ground.

“Someone, help!”

Ash stared at the robot frog—at the audio recording now playing from its stomach.

“Shut your mouth, Baa.”

“Why are you doing this? Why?! What do you want with me?”

It was a girl’s voice. Could it be...Thimble?

“You’ll find out soon enough. Once we leave the Floating Isles.”

There was something like a laugh. A man’s low voice.

The robot accidentally slipped through his fingers to bounce on the ground, where it fell silent.

That voice, he recognized it: Man in Moon.

He had Thimble.
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Chapter 16:
Those That Lie
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MAN HAD THIMBLE CAPTIVE—AND he was planning to leave the Floating Isles with her!

What should Ash do? Where was Thimble being kept? He had to get back on the moon ship!

Ash mustered every ounce of courage he could before sneaking back to the anchored airship. He made the climb back up on deck and took the stairs down into the hull as he’d done before, only this time with painstaking care not to make the slightest sound. There was no excuse to give Man in Moon if he caught him a second time wandering about his ship.

Ash reached the cluttered hull hallway and held his breath for a moment, listening, making sure Man wasn’t anywhere near.

Coast clear, he inched his way to the first door.

The door creaked at his touch and his heart did a back flip. He quickly peeked inside while it opened, yet nothing was there but cluttered junk.

He checked the next door, and the next.

Nothing.

And then he recalled the tucked-away room where Man had shown them the more expensive items for sale. Ash crept toward that same door now and fished around for a hairpin in a bowl of clips, screws, and pins perched on a table. Having escaped the orphanage, he knew how to pick a lock, and soon had the door open.

He hurried in, hands raised, preparing to karate chop if Man was there. Thankfully for Ash, nothing but glossy drawers and shadows lay in wait in the little room.

He straightened, feeling a bit foolish.

‘If Man plans on leaving soon, then he must have Thimble somewhere onboard,’ he thought. He looked about, scanning the walls for more secret doors. She had to be close. There weren’t many more places left to search.

He considered calling her name, but Man would surely hear. Instead, he tapped on one of the walls and listened; tapped on the floor and listened...

He was about to move on to another room, when something thumped—a muffled sound.

Ash froze, on high alert. The thump came a second time. He lowered his chin to the floor. It was coming from the bottom of the ship!

He shoved rugs and whatnot covering the floor aside, and let his fingers feel for a trap door.

It wasn’t long before he felt several straight grooves in the floorboards and a small hinge with a metal ring.

He pulled on the ring, and the trapdoor rose with a low creak. He stuck his head down to see inside and a cloud of dust motes powered his face.

Another thump came, much clearer this time, though it was too dark to see the source of it.

He reached his hand into the well of darkness, feeling for a lamp, a switch, anything that might give light. He felt a knob and twisted it.

Flames flared to life in a chain reaction, lighting five lamps along the hidden space. The glow was dim yet enough to see a ladder drop down from the trapdoor. The airship’s hull went much deeper than it looked on the outside. Ash swallowed before twisting around and climbing down the ladder.

He reached the lowest planks of the ship, and the thump came loud and clear, now followed by a muffled voice. His head jerked toward the sound.

Ash staggered back, and would have fallen if not for the wall behind him, as a nightmare scene came into his view: a row of shackles and chains lining the wall, and in those shackles were raw-red wrists attached to slumped forms and bowed heads, a row of figures leading off into the darkness.

Ash couldn’t suppress a startled sound in his throat at the sight. Then his chest pounded, worrying that Man in Moon might have heard him.

‘All of the Baa that have gone missing! He’s been stowing them away in this hideout.’

“Thimble?” He strode quickly down the line of Baa shackled to the hull wall. Each was alive, he realized, but dazed and slack as if drugged, woolly fur and skin red where the metal holding them had dug too deep and drawn blood.

Another thump stopped him. A hoof-like foot slid back down from making the sound, and Thimble’s pink woolly hair tilted as she looked at him, only vaguely aware that Ash—that someone—was there.

She tried to mouth something before her body tipped forward, going slack.

“Thimble!” Ash knelt at the shackles around her ankles and fished out the hairclip to unlock them.

“You could not leave well enough alone, could you? Troublesome human pest.”

Ash turned to find Man at the top of the ladder, staring down with a sneer through his twisted beard.

Man craned his neck out like a vulture and dropped down into the dim hull. His robes spread like wings, and he landed as if it were a single stair and not a seven-foot drop.

Ash scrambled to get back, but there was nowhere to scramble back to. The other end of the long room was a dead-end wall of wood. He tried to straighten, tried to face this evil head-on with an ounce of dignity.

Man drew near to rip him to pieces.

“Thimble!” someone shouted.

At the sudden shout, Man paused—sharp hands inches away from Ash’s face—and craned his neck around like an owl.

Ash tried to see what stood in the square of light cast by the open trapdoor.

Furry ears, long bushy tail—it was Wolf!

“What have you done to her?” The words echoed down with a cold fury. His growl rumbled through the floorboards.

Man stared icily up at the wolf.

Wolf remained unfazed, nothing having any meaning to him except for the injured form of Thimble.

Wolf bunched his legs and lunged down.

He became a weapon of teeth and claws, plunging through the air straight for Man’s bearded face.

Man raised his palms to either side, and the silver stars and moons embroidered on his robes started trembling, moving, spinning free of the fabric.

“Wolf, watch out!” Ash tried to warn him from where he crouched beside Thimble.

Silver stars flung from Man’s robes like a hundred shurikens, each star point a cutting blade as they spun through the air upward at Wolf.

Wolf raised his forearms, helpless to do anything but block the star blades from piercing his vital organs as he descended to the floorboards.

Ash made a pitiful sound while he watched the silver weapons depart from Man’s robes to cut and slice across Wolf, a hundred silver streaks drawing blood. Wolf landed hard and almost fell to his knees from the pain of star points embedded into his flesh.

“You will get what you deserve!” Wolf said and raised his head, refusing to let the pain stop his attack. He dove into a charge at Man.

“The powerful win. The weak lose,” Man in Moon coldly replied, bending his spread palms forward, his twisted beard twitching at his feet.

A crescent moon escaped Man’s robes, curving down at Wolf like a deadly boomerang.

Wolf tucked his left side out of the way just in time. But as the moon sailed past, more moons followed and streaked toward him.

Ash watched, feeling helpless to do anything as Wolf dodged, ducked, side stepped and stumbled out of the way of the flying projectiles. He couldn’t avoid them all, and a yelp tore from his throat when one sliced his calf.

Wolf’s charge faltered for one moment, but then with his last bit of strength he rushed forward, finally getting within reach and ramming his clawed hands into Man’s abdomen and forcing the old man back.

Man gave a hideous growl and shot his hands down, wrapping his fingers around both of Wolf’s wrists and hoisting Wolf up into the air and overhead—throwing him with great force into the far wall.

Wolf grunted as his body struck the wall and rolled to the floor.

There was nothing to keep Man from coming at Ash, now. Ash tried not to let his knees lock as Man slowly twisted his head around.

The only options were to try and fight or forever be a coward. He couldn’t let cowardice win—not this time!

He crouched low and charged forward into Man’s knees, toppling him over. He didn’t have a plan or a weapon, nothing but the steadfast goal to keep Man from taking the captive Baa away. He hoped that goal was enough to give him strength.

Man growled, and a bright flash of white blinded Ash.

Ash felt his body lift from the ground and soar through the air until he hit the wall, slamming into it back-first.

With a cry of pain, Ash pushed himself upright, his body feeling like a thousand bruises.

“Why,” Ash coughed, “are you doing this? The Baa people adore you!”

A gravelly chuckle echoed. “Baa make excellent slaves. And they sell for a high price in the lands below,” said Man, sitting up. “I am a trader, a seller of objects from other lands. Why not do the same with slaves? It’s been very...” he sneered, “profitable.”

Ash’s knees trembled as he fought to keep steady. “That’s beyond horrible. How can you live with yourself?”

“Very richly.” Man grinned.

“And you’ve allowed Wolf to take the blame for all of it, encouraging the Baa to hate him!”

“Yes, he made for a perfect suspect and decoy.” Man rose to his feet without moving a muscle, as if some invisible power had lifted him upright. “None would suspect the beloved Man in Moon—not when there was such a loathsome wolf to be suspicious of. But enough talk.” Man’s palm aimed at him. “I have a schedule to keep, and a buyer to sell all of these slaves to.”

More sharp stars materialized from the robe, and Ash moved to avoid them—rolling head over heels forward and into Man’s ankles. But this time Man didn’t tumble or stumble. Instead, Man’s slippered foot drew back and kicked hard into Ash’s gut.

“Ugh—!” Ash rolled aside, clutching his stomach.

“Goodbye.” Man loomed over him, a knife moon ready in his bony hand.

Ash watched with horror as the blade approached his neck...

Whump!

Something rammed into Man from behind, a flash of black fur as Wolf dug his claws into Man’s back.

Ash’s heartbeat raced as Man hissed and tried to fling the wolf boy off. But this time Wolf locked one of his arms tight around Man’s neck, refusing to let go while star points and moon blades slashed the air in a frenzy.

Ash got up, despite the burning pain in his gut, and lunged for Man’s wrists, putting all that was left of his strength into pinning Man’s hands down.

The slashing stars and moons teetered, slowed, useless without Man’s power to guide them, and they vanished into nothingness.

Man thrashed. He was powerful, and Ash knew he and Wolf couldn’t keep him down forever. Wolf was growing weak, bleeding from numerous injuries.

Man’s muscles strained against Ash’s hold.

Ash could feel his grip slipping...

“Harrey to the rescue!” a familiar voice shouted.

Harrey leaped down from the ladder and landed on top of Man; a cudgel in his grip swung to crack over Man in Moon’s head.

CRACK!

Man’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, and Harrey wrapped rope around his limp wrists.

Thelma appeared after Harrey, wrapping fishing net over and around the villain—adding a kick to his backside for good measure.

Relieved, Ash stepped back and Wolf slumped down. Thelma rushed along the length of chained-up Baa, finding Thimble and working to undo her shackles.

“How did...you find us?” Ash struggled to say against the onset of fatigue.

Harrey winked. “Frobbit’s locater signal came through! Not for long, but enough for me to pinpoint where he was. Good job finding the missing Baa, by the way! Madnes would be proud.” He then gave a concerned nod. “You okay, kiddo?”

Ash’s eyelids drooped. “Help Thimble...and Wolf...”
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Chapter 17:
Moving Forward
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WHEN ASH WOKE, HE FELT the ship moving beneath him and he sat up. His body felt made of bruises.

He managed to drag himself up onto the deck where the sun beat down cheerfully.

“There’s the sleepy head!” Harrey waved him over. He was busy lashing ropes around a huge white crystal, and Frobbit croaked at his feet.

“The crystal—you found it!” Ash exclaimed.

“Frobbit found it. Showed it to me through his video feed. The darn thing was hiding inside a fake piece of wall the whole time,” Harrey explained.

The airship was lowering, Ash realized, and he peered over the rails at the platform within the Baa town now below them.

Thimble was at the moon-blimp flame, reducing its heat until the ship’s bottom touched down on the platform with a rough bump.

Everywhere Ash looked, Baa of the town had gathered to watch, gazing with confusion at the humans who were in control of Man in Moon’s ship.

Thimble rushed to the boarding plank, where the crowd could see her. “Here I am! I’m alive! I wasn’t hurt by Wolf. The disappearances of Baa had nothing to do with him, and now I can prove it!”

The mayor and crowd watched in complete shock as each of the missing Baa exited the hull of the airship and into the fresh air, bandaged and limping. When asked, they pointed to Man in Moon, who was still tied up within a net.

“He’s the one that did this to us.”

“Man tried to sell us into slavery!”

“He’s no better than a murderer!”

Friends and relatives of victims rushed forward, some to help the hurt Baa, and others coming in a wave to storm the ship and grab Man. Ash dove out of the crowd’s way and stood by Harrey and Drisel.

As the Baa grabbed for the net that entangled Man, the body inside dispersed with a sudden poof of smoke.

“What happened? Where is he?” the mayor demanded. And everybody began looking about.

“You may have stopped my business this time, you wretched whelps,” echoed a voice, “but you won’t the next!”

All heads tipped to look up as the dinghy on the ship’s side took flight—with Man in Moon at the wheel.

Baa started reaching for weapons to throw, but there came another poof of smoke.

Man and his dinghy had vanished from sight. Nothing but clouds now drifted in the blue sky.

Ash’s hands shook as he clenched them. “He got away.”

The mayor turned to their group, the shock still clear in his voice. “I never would have suspected him... He did so much for us, brought such wonderful merchandise from the lands below to amaze us, and yet...”

Harrey patted his shoulder. “Bad guys like to gain your trust so they can get away with things right under your nose. You’re not the first to be tricked, and you won’t be the last. But hey, at least it’s over now and these Baa are home safely!”

“True.” The mayor’s chin lowered. “I suppose this means Wolf was innocent all along, too.”

“Man used your bias against Wolf’s race to trick you. Maybe next time, don’t be so quick to judge, eh?”

The mayor’s shoulders sagged, and the Baa who were near enough to listen in also looked ashamed of themselves. It was then that Wolf chose to step out into the open, away from the airship shadows to face the Baa.

“Wolf. What can we say? We didn’t try to get to know you, and didn’t even want you here. And yet, we let the true enemy into our lives and into our friendship,” said the mayor.

“I understand why you did, even though it makes me angry,” Wolf said. “But I’m willing to move forward, if you are.”

The mayor lifted his head, meeting Wolf’s gaze. “Yes. Yes, I am.” And the listening Baa all nodded their heads in true agreement.

“Ah, Wolf!” Thimble wrapped her arms around him in a hug. “Thanks for saving me.”

Wolf’s cheeks flared red. “Uh, well, I had help...”

Thimble released Wolf, only to grab Drisel and Ash and Harrey into a hug that was too wide for her small arms. “Thank you all!”

“Ahem.”

“And you too, Sis.”

Thelma sniffed and crossed her arms.

Harrey asked the mayor if there was a cart they could use to put the crystal on, and though the Baa seemed curious as to why they wanted such an odd rock, no one argued with them, and a vehicle resembling a jeep was brought up. They set the crystal in the back of it.

Harrey sauntered over to Thelma, beaming her a smile.

“So, I like building things. And you seem to like building things, too. Maybe we could get together sometime in your workshop and build an airship or two?” he offered, hand scratching the back of his head awkwardly.

Ash watched and nearly face-palmed.

Thelma snorted. “That your idea of a date?”

“Well...”

“I don’t date humans.”

“Oh.”

As Harrey scratched at his head, the blue Baa wig started to slide off.

Panic hit Ash, and he tried to reach Harrey before it was too late. But the wig fell, and the crowd made a surprised sound, supposing him to have been some sort of hybrid Baa this whole time.

The woman knight who’d been putting up Wanted posters on their first day there gave a shout and pointed at them. “It’s them! The traitors to the crown!”

“Eep!” Harrey grabbed Ash and Drisel’s hands and leaped into the vehicle. “I guess this is farewell, dear Thelma. I won’t forget you!”

The engine whined. Harrey pulled a lever, and the vehicle sped away from the Baa crowd. Ash and Drisel waved at Thimble and Wolf as they became smaller and smaller in the distance.

A second engine made Ash look back again.

“The knight, she’s got a vehicle too!”

The woman came speeding after them, and Harrey worked the jeep levers to keep them ahead.

A rock-and-dirt bridge came up, and Harrey veered onto it, racing across the span of the bridge to another island.

The knight followed on their tail.

They then crossed a maze of rock-and-dirt bridges, heading farther away from the town, with no clue as to where they were going.

Ash clenched his stomach muscles, each time fearing that a bridge wouldn’t remain solid underneath them. The vehicle jolted and bounced over pebbles and dirt, making his teeth clatter together.

“That gal isn’t gonna give up the chase, is she?” commented Harrey.

As they came onto the field of another island, Ash noticed there were no more rock bridges leading off it. “We can’t take those wood-and-rope bridges. They’re hard enough just to walk across—there’s no way we can drive over them!”

Harrey glanced about, taking in their options. “Looks like we’ve got no choice, kiddos. If we stop, we’re done for. Just pray the ropes’ll keep us aloft!”

“You can’t!” Ash cried.

Their vehicle sped toward a rope bridge that would have been precarious on foot, and Ash gripped his hands to his skull and ducked down. Drisel clung to her jeep seat with a yelp.

The vehicle left the dirt of the island and sailed onto rope and wood.

Planks groaned and rope protested, the bridge began to dip from the sudden heavy weight attempting to cross over.

And then, Ash heard it.

Planks cracked, ropes snapped apart, and the bridge collapsed beneath them.

They fell.

Drisel shrieked.

Wind howled past the vehicle as they plummeted.

The land was so far below them that Ash could almost pretend they were gliding instead of falling to their deaths.

He reached over to hold Drisel.

After all they’d been through, all they’d managed to achieve, was it really all going to end like this?

Regrets filled his head, things he could have done differently in life, kinder words he could have used, encouragement he could have given... Funny how he didn’t realize his mistakes until he was about to die.

“Drisel, I’m sorry I couldn’t make a stable home for us—I’m sorry about everything,” he shouted above the howling wind.

Drisel managed a smile and gripped him tightly. “Idiot, you’ve always been my stable home.”

Her words hit him. Home didn’t have to be a physical place.

He realized that it was true for him, too—that as long as they were together, they were home.

Ash held her close, his pulse quickening from more than just the fall. The stinging wind blurred his vision.

A large shadow fell over them, then, and Ash looked up to see a clawed hand descend and scoop their vehicle up as if it were a toy, plucked from the air.

A purple scaled hand—Pelur, he’d come. It was the third day, and his timing could not have been more perfect!

“See? I knew we’d be fine.” Harrey flashed them a grin.

Ash was too relieved to snap back, slumping against the seat.

“Were you trying to fly without wings?” Dragon Pelur rumbled.

“Heh, I guess we were, in a way,” hollered Harrey. “Our mission was a success, by the way! How are the other chaps doing?”

“Cheshire and the hunter are safe with the duchess. I do not know about Madnes and Alice, yet. I will have to retrieve them next.”

Drisel wiped her face of sweat. “I hope they’re all right.”

Ash hoped so, too. And he wanted to be of more use to the team now, and not let what had happened in the past keep him from moving forward.

The past couldn’t change, but the future still could. There was still something he could do in this life.

The knight woman’s vehicle screeched to a halt on the island above, and she waved her gauntlet fists at them.

Ash thought that would be the end of it, but the woman rose from the car and her body began to change—lengthening, growing, sprouting large wings.

She became a dragon.

“Uh, Pelur? I think we’ve got some bad company.”
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Chapter 18:
The Striped Tents

[image: image]


MADNES STRUGGLED WITH himself, knowing he should do this but not wanting to. Finally, he did what had to be done, and knelt down to place his top hat inside the cleft of a boulder in the woods.

“Don’t worry. It’ll be there when you come back for it,” said Alice, standing with arms akimbo and shaking her head at him. “You seem to love that hat. Are you sure you don’t want a future in hat making?”

“No! Really, I don’t. I’m just fond of this one, that’s all,” he replied, giving the hat one last forlorn look. “It’s survived through all my Madness Solver adventures, thus far.”

He gave the hat one final pat before pushing to his feet.

He tried not to look back at it, Alice eyeing him all the while, as they made their way downhill and into the city lit with streetlamps.

“Someone might recognize your hat from the Wanted posters. It was a necessary sacrifice to leave it behind; don’t be sad.”

“I’m not sad.” Madnes kicked a pebble.

The beginnings of the city as they entered was made up of blue brick paths and rust-tinted stone buildings. His boots clacked on the bricks. Not a soul was in sight, yet a noise like that of a crowd sounded from a ways ahead, deeper into the city.

“Look, a theater club! We can get disguises from there.” Alice pointed to a door sign on the left side of the street. The place looked closed and seldom used.

“But, we can’t just break in...”

“We’re borrowing a few items to help save the world. Leave them some cash that Cheshire gave us, if you like.” Alice picked the lock open with her hairclip.

“Uh...I suppose so.” Madnes tentatively followed her inside the messy club room, boxes of props, wigs and fabric piled on either side of the floor and along a hallway.

Alice pulled a box out and blew dust off it. “Would you prefer green hair or yellow-orange?” she asked.

He glanced back and forth between the options, and swallowed.

When they exited the club room a while later, Madnes felt more foolish than ever before in his whole life. His hair had been spray-painted a gaudy orangey yellow, and the left side of it tucked into a short braid. Normal clothes weren’t an option in theater, and he felt like a dork wearing a suit jacket and pants made of layers of jade beetle shells and a lacy collar of woven antennae that rose in a high V around his neck.

Alice’s hair was painted white and tied back in a clay-rose bow, matching her dress of clay-rose feathers. She glided across on soft leather slippers.

“Something exciting must be going on over there.” She indicated farther up the street.

Madnes swallowed his embarrassment and followed her. Sure enough, as they made their way deeper into the city, the blue streets became a crowd of people—all converging on a curious stretch of ground: Beyond a fence, black-and-white striped tents rose across the whole area, almost as tall as the surrounding buildings.

Madnes wandered over to the decorative stone fence that encircled the wide area and peered between the posts at the tents.

“I feel something,” said Alice. She moved along the fence, her gaze roving. “There’s a strong energy coming from inside there.”

“From the circus tents? Could it be the spell crystal?” Madnes pressed his face against the narrow posts for a better look.

Men and women, both humanoid and not, wove through the tents with wonder-filled expressions. Children dashed about in delight, one girl licking her sticky fingers from a bag of caramel popcorn. The scent of campfire and sugar hung in the air like an enticing invitation to those waiting outside.

Madnes salivated, suddenly craving food and the fizziness of a cold soda. “Well, I guess we should go and check the place out. No sense in waiting here, doing nothing.”

They got in line at the circus gate, and inched closer to the archway, which resembled a large glittering snake.

“Five pieces,” spoke the shadowed booth.

Madnes fished out the cash Cheshire had lent him for emergencies.

He and Alice ducked their heads, passing under the arch, the snake so detailed that he worried it might come alive any moment and strike.

On the other side, booths of food spread left and right of them in a colorful array, and a bonfire blazed in the center of the eating area. The sweet aromas were enticing.

Madnes kept focused as they strolled about. Beyond the food booths were the tents: rows of smaller ones leading to bigger ones, and all surrounding the largest tent at the camp’s center.

They made their way slowly past each small tent. “Do you sense anything?” he whispered out the side of his mouth.

Alice drew close to the first tent. She paused, head tilted, then went down the path between it and a second tent.

He glanced about to see if anyone was watching, then followed.

They peeked through the side of the first tent. Several rows of filled seats stood around a platform, and on it danced a girl. She twirled a ribbon of fire through the air, as if it were simply a piece of fabric, making it spiral and flutter around her as she moved.

With a flick of her hands the fire ribbon split in two, slashing twin streaks in the air and across their vision. The twin ribbons then shrank into two round flames, which she juggled about.

It was mesmerizing to watch. But strangest of all were the cat ears sprouting out of her head, and her striped cat tail.

Alice drew back out, shaking her head. “It’s not here.”

She searched for the flap to the second tent and entered.

The darkness inside lit up—not by lights but by numerous hanging jars filled with fireflies. All about the tent were boxes and suitcases and chests, each one unique; some small as a ring, others as tall as a man.

Madnes read the sign: “Choose a dream box and see.” He picked up a small one painted with snowflakes. “See what?”

He lifted the lid, and a flurry of snowflakes swirled past his cheek. They circled round his head, shimmering. He poked at one snowflake and his finger went through it. “Strange...”

He chose another box, and this time a shower of shooting stars shimmered above his head—they descended in a glittery arch to the ground, where they disappeared with a silent splash.

“I wonder what’s making these illusions?” he mused, closing the lid.

Alice dusted her hair off from some illusion he couldn’t see. “I don’t know, but the energy is stronger in here.”

Madnes looked about. “We should search the larger boxes.”

He went over and clicked one open. A sandstorm flew out and struck his face, and he shut his eyes, shielding with a hand. “Do you see anything?” he asked, coughing.

“No. Just an empty box,” she replied.

He closed the clasp as fast as he could, shutting the sandstorm away.

“Enjoying our dream boxes, are you?”

Madnes spun around at the sudden voice.
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Chapter 19:
Twilight Circus
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A STRANGE CHARACTER stood leaning against the wood post at the tent’s flap entrance. He was rabbit-like with long ears and blue and white fur, standing taller than Madnes, and wore a fanciful costume like something a magician might wear.

“I can see by your eyes that this is your first time here.” He observed them. “Those are quite the costumes you’re both wearing. What troupe or theater are you from?”

Madnes shared a look with Alice, stumped for a moment. “We’re, uh...we’re new. The two of us are just starting out our act together,” he fumbled.

“Really? I’d love to see your act. I might even add you to our little group, if you’re interested. I’m Bunny Foofoo, by the way, director and magician of the Twilight Circus.” He flourished his shoulder cape and arm with a bow.

Madnes’s mind became a whirlwind—trying to think up some acts he and Alice could actually do. Searching this tent was going to take a long time, and now that Foofoo had found them, he doubted the rabbit was going to leave them alone.

“Our acts? Yes, well, that’s a generous offer of you,” he replied.

Foofoo grinned, rabbit nose twitching. “I’ll show you around the circus. Come along!”

“You don’t have to—”

“I insist!”

“Erm, okay.”

Foofoo led them across to another tent. There, a man with a strangely piggish face and curly pig tail lifted two cows, one on each shoulder, as if they were babies. The audience around him made sounds of awe and applauded.

“There’s our Georgie Porgie—strongest weightlifter in all of Wonderland!” Foofoo introduced.

Porgie balanced one of the cows on top his head and slowly spun around in circles. “Cow milk spun, not stirred,” the big guy joked, with an added oink.

The onlookers cheered.

Foofoo tapped Madnes’s shoulder with a wand suddenly in his hand. “Onward to the next tent! Follow me!”

Alice pressed to Madnes’s side as they entered the next tent; it was dimly lit with large glowing mushrooms lining the tent walls. A giant spider was weaving a silky web across the ceiling, above the audience’s heads, and there, dangling from a thread, was a thin and purple-haired lady in a silver glitter bodysuit. Makeup painted her face like a purple-and-silver mask.

“Miss Muffet,” stated Foofoo. “Our skilled acrobat and spider tamer.”

They watched as Muffet swung on the spider thread and then launched herself in a daring somersault that carried her through the air. She began to descend, and it looked like she might fall, but her legs caught hold of a second dangling thread and wrapped it around her body as she twirled.

She called to the spider and gripped her hand around one of its legs while letting her feet dangle above the crowd. “Walk aboout, Spira,” she commanded, her voice a curious accent.

The spider crawled around the ceiling, Muffet dangling like a jewel overhead and shifting her legs into different poses, even touching the soles of her feet to the back of her head in a back arch.

Great applause sounded.

Foofoo ushered him and Alice back outside. “I believe you already saw Dinah, our fire artist, which leaves us with our last circus member.”

The tent at the far side opened to a circular platform where a series of bowls filled with water surrounded a boy—or rather, a humanoid boy with large mouse ears and a long tail.

He flicked his wrists and made motions with his hands. Ribbons of water lifted from each bowl to circle his dark gray arms. The ribbons then spiraled together, rising above him, and took shape into animals and stands of trees—a jungle that moved as if alive.

Parents and children gave applause. The teenage mouse bowed solemnly, and the jungle returned to water with a splash in the bowls. “Thank you for bothering to come to my tent. I’m sorry I wasted your time, when you could have been off having fun elsewhere,” said the boy.

The audience dispersed, some of them looking confused, and Madnes frowned. “That guy sounds like a real joy to be around.”

Foofoo barked a laugh. “He gives the definition of depressing a whole new meaning, to be sure. But you won’t find another water artist like him in the kingdom.”

They followed the rabbit magician down to the mouse boy as he was putting away the water bowls.

The boy glanced at their approach nervously, his skinny hands bent before him like a mouse might do. “Who—who are they?” his voice wavered.

“Possible new recruits!” said Foofoo. “Do be polite and introduce yourself.”

The boy straightened, cleared his throat. “Hello, I’m Nobody.”

Madnes paused for a second. “You can’t be nobody,” he half laughed. “Everybody is somebody. And I’m Madnes.”

“Oh. Good for you for being somebody. But I’m still Nobody.”

Madnes stared at him. “Are you so determined to be depressing?”

“No, no,” Foofoo intervened. “You misunderstand. His name is Nobody, literally.”

“My mother didn’t know what else to name me,” added Nobody in a dreary tone.

Madnes glanced to the side. “That is wrong on so many levels...” he murmured to the air.

Alice shook her head. “I’m Alice. It’s nice to meet you, Nobody.”

“Is it? That’s kind of you to say. But you don’t have to lie. I prefer people to just be honest, even if it hurts my feelings.”

Madnes slapped his forehead. This Nobody was going to be a pain.

“What’s your act?” continued the mouse. “Not that you have to tell me, if you don’t want to. People usually don’t tell me anything. They’re always keeping secrets from me. They tell their friends, but I guess no one considers me their friend.”

“...Wow. Ahem, I mean, our act is...” Madnes tried to think, glancing to Alice, “...is something better shown than told!” he exclaimed, hoping to buy more time.

“My, it must be stupendous,” said Bunny Foofoo, twirling his wand. “In that case, how about you both follow my act in the large tent over there and show us and the audience what you can do?”

Madnes swallowed, and Alice sweated, glancing at him several times. “S-sure! Sounds great.”

Foofoo flashed a rabbit smile. He gestured with the wand for them all to hurry along. “The show’s almost on at the large tent. We can’t keep the audience waiting!”
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Chapter 20:
Get Your Act Together
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“OUR ACT?” ALICE QUESTIONED him, once they were backstage in the circus’s largest tent, and Foofoo had rushed ahead on stage to begin the night’s final show. “Pray do tell me what our act is, Madnes?” She folded her arms, glaring.

Madnes lifted his shoulders sheepishly. “It seemed like the only way we could stay here and search for the crystal,” he said in a way that begged for forgiveness. “You’ve always been talented at whatever you try—art, music, dance. This should be a piece of cake for you.”

Alice sniffed. “This is a professional circus—not some high school play. Nothing ordinary is acceptable here,” she said. “But, I do have one idea.”

“That’s great! As for me...” He looked about backstage while other performers were hurrying about. The girl with her giant spider strode past them and onto the stage at Foofoo’s call.

A box of items sat in the corner, and Madnes hurried to rummage through it.

“Come on, there must be something I can... Aha!” He lifted a triangular shaped instrument out and looked it over. Holes dotted its surface, apparently some sort of musical instrument.

“You know how to play the ocarina?” asked Alice, suddenly at his side and still looking cross.

“I...no. Not at all.” He tested it in his hands, placed his fingers over the holes. “But the Madness Solver can teach me,” he hoped.

‘Hey, fairy,’ he called in his mind. ‘Grant me the knowledge to play the ocarina—erm, please.’

The fairy appeared in a glowing white space in his mind, lounging on some sort of chair and flapping her purplish wings agitatedly. I’m not some genie who grants wishes, she snapped. You talk an awful lot to me, for a human host.

‘I’ll take that as a good thing. You must want someone to talk to now and then. Everybody needs to talk,’ he said. ‘And I’m here to listen whenever you do. But for right now, could you please help me out?’

The fairy let out a suffering sigh and rolled her eyes, wings thumping the chair. You are so annoying... Fine, I’ll help you play the silly instrument. But it’ll cost you.

He didn’t want to ask, but... ‘How much?’

Just a little. Her lips curled upward.

Madnes placed his fingers on the correct holes of the ocarina and practiced blowing through the mouthpiece.

“Using the power, you cheater.” Alice smirked.

“Hey, the show must go on.” He smirked back.

From their spot behind the curtain, they could see Miss Muffet’s death defying acrobatics—flipping through the air and catching herself on dangling spider threads, performing backflips and sidespins and toes-to-head poses.

Dinah the calico girl and Nobody came onstage, and between them they made ribbons and circles of both fire and water dance in the air.

Muffet used the spider threads to move through the maze of water and fire—twirling her body between ribbons of water and flipping her legs over her head to avoid rings of fire. And all the while she kept her costume from getting neither singed nor wet.

The audience cheered at the seemingly impossible feat. Miss Muffet landed on the stage, completely unharmed, and bowed before hopping onto Spira’s back. The giant spider crawled up the stage walls and vanished behind the stage’s lights.

Bunny Foofoo made a dashing hop onto the stage into the spotlight, his arms raised. “What a fabulous display of daring! Am I right?” he said to the fascinated crowd. Behind him, Georgie Porgie rolled equipment and scenery into place. “But alas, my turn has come. Though it may not be quite so daring, it will be enchanting, as I transport us all into another realm...”

The stage became colorful tapestries and vivid scarlet walls and a window that looked out onto desert sands beyond. Puffs of crimson and yellow spices were tossed by hidden hands, instantly transforming the atmosphere into a foreign land with foreign scents.

“The desert holds many tales, many secrets,” Foofoo began. “One of those dark secrets being that of the existence of mummies.” He flourished his hand in a terrifying way. “It just so happens, dear audience, that I have a box here that can create such terrible and frightening things, as if by magic.” He tapped on what looked like a painted wooden coffin. “Should we test it out? See if I was told the truth when I bought this pricey thing?”

He pointed into the audience with the wand. “You there, would you like to volunteer and become our first mummy?”

A young boy with a duckbill skipped up onto the stage. “I’ll become a mummy! It won’t hurt though, will it?”

Foofoo laughed with the crowd. “Not as long as you stay still,” he joked. “Step inside the mysterious mummifier box, my boy!”

The kid laid down inside the long box and Foofoo closed the lid, latching it shut. Porgie tilted the box so that it stood upright for all to see.

“Now, what were the directions again?” Foofoo made a show of shuffling through a notebook, making people laugh. “Ah, yes. Here we go!”

He swished his cape in a flying motion and he circled around the coffin, around and around, chanting words in a mysterious language that made the air shudder.

Foofoo slammed his hands against the coffin and cried out the single and final word of the spell, declaring: “Mummify!”

And with a click, the latch came undone and the lid flew upon.

Inside the coffin box was a skeleton of bones wrapped in cloth strips—the remains even had a duckbill.

“How’d he manage that?” Madnes wondered.

The crowd gasped and feigned fear at the sight.

“Oh my, it seems this mummy making box is, indeed, the real thing!” said Foofoo. “I just hope I can remember how to put it into reverse. I don’t think the kid should be going to school looking like this.”

Chuckles rippled the audience.

He locked the lid back shut, and this time circled the coffin going in the opposite direction, and turned the coffin around with him several times for good measure. He fumbled as he spoke the magic words backwards, and at the very end exhaled as if out of breath.

“Un-mummify!” he shouted finally, and he flung the coffin lid open.

The duck boy jumped out, coughing and shaking off dust.

“It worked! Phew, thank the stars.” Foofoo mock wiped his brow. “Go on back to your parents, kid, before they sue me.”

The audience clapped while the kid returned to his seat, his expression dazed.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen, we have a new act for you all to look forward to! A pair of new performers,” he announced, while Porgie changed the background scenery quickly into a sea of stars. “May I present to you this evening: Madnes and Alice of the distant stars!”

Madnes gave her a look. “Distant stars?”

“They have to make it sound magical, somehow.” She winked and strode out from behind the curtain.

Madnes followed, swallowing his nerves. He positioned himself several steps behind her on the stage and raised the ocarina to his lips.

Eyes—so many eyes were on them.

The stage lights dimmed, letting the stars behind them glow, and Madnes blew into the ocarina.

He didn’t know what song it was, but followed the fairy’s guidance, sliding his fingers on and off different holes like a lumpy flute.

The music echoed, both mysterious and graceful. And Alice’s body glowed to life.

Her arms and legs glowed like moonlight in the dark, and she began a dance like that of a ballerina. The glow shifted to different parts of her body as she moved, giving her the look of something ethereal, magical, a fairy creature you could only find in the deep of night and in the most remote forest.

Madnes watched her, mesmerized, and only the power kept him from messing up the song.

‘She’s so...enchanting. I doubt even a nymph could compare,’ he thought.

All nymphs are beautiful! reprimanded the fairy in his head.

‘Why are you getting defensive? Unless you happen to be a nymph yourself?’

The fairy fell silent, beating her wings.

‘That’s what you really are, right? The last of the nymphs. I’ve been suspecting as much for a while now.’

The fairy folded her opal-skin arms defensively and turned her face away. I knew I should’ve kept silent and not talked to you! Tch. You’ve been nothing but a problem from day one.

‘Why, because I’m figuring things out?’

Some things are not meant to be figured out! Her hands made fists. But I can see that you won’t leave me alone until I say something, will you? Yes, I am a nymph—one of the last.

‘One of? You mean, there are more?’ Madnes gasped.

The fairy slapped her hands on an invisible floor. This is why I shouldn’t talk to humans! You’re nothing but trouble.

‘Give me a chance, fairy. I could help you—help all of your kind. I don’t believe that old legend about nymphs and Syn. Someone framed you all.’

The fairy pouted her lips, still not looking at him, but not quite as harshly.

‘Could Alice be one of the nymphs? I know you told me not to pry, but...’

The fairy exhaled. Keep her safe, Madnes. She’s our last hope.

With that, the fairy vanished from his mind’s sight. He returned to the stage, where his mouth continued blowing through the ocarina. Now only Alice’s hands and feet glowed, moving about like separate creatures in the darkness.

The song ended, and the glow winked out.

The crowd applauded as the lights came back on.

“My, how splendid that was!” Foofoo returned onstage. “I thought I was hallucinating for a minute, there.”

Madnes and Alice bowed before moving offstage.
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Chapter 21:
Lights Out
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“I SEE POTENTIAL IN you!” Foofoo spoke to them afterwards, once all the shows were at an end for the night. “My offer still stands if you would like to join our circus. You may not become wealthy, but you will most certainly be in good company and have scrumptious food!”

Madnes and Alice had already talked it over. They could only search for the crystal if they stayed close to the circus, and so... “We gladly accept your offer!” he told him.

“Excellent!” Foofoo shook each of their hands. “Allow me to show you to your sleeping quarters.” He gestured with a palm.

The circus was emptying of people, the wide area of tents and pathways becoming empty of life and uncomfortably quiet. The sleeping quarters were a series of small tents hidden at the back of the circus. There wasn’t enough room to add more, so they would have to share with others.

“Alice, you’ll room in with Dinah. She’s a nice gal. And Madnes, you’re with Nobody.” Foofoo indicated each small striped tent. “I hate to have anyone suffer being with Nobody, but there just isn’t room in the other tents at this time.”

Madnes waved it off. “It’s fine, I’ll manage. Maybe he’s not so bad once you get used to him.”

“Eh-heh, that’s right, keep an optimistic spirit. Maybe it’ll help to counter his gloom,” Foofoo half joked.

The girl with calico ears and tail appeared, along with the mouse-eared boy.

“Hi, Alice! I’m Dinah. Sweet performance back there. I’ve no clue how you made yourself glow.” She gave Alice a hug.

“Um, thank you. Your act was amazing, too,” Alice returned. “You play with fire, yet don’t get burned. You need to teach me that trick!”

Dinah laughed. “I can already tell we’ll be great friends!” She turned to the boys. “Better behave yourself, Nobody, and don’t make Madnes depressed. Or else...” She flicked her cat tail and stuck out her nails like claws. “You wouldn’t want to give a cat an excuse to play with a mouse.”

Nobody waved his palms. “Don’t bother eating me. I won’t taste good, and I doubt even salt would help. I’m so useless that my flesh wouldn’t even give anyone who ate me nutrients—they’d probably just be poisoned to death by my miserable tears, instead.”

Dinah sighed. Madnes sensed the girl was trying to tease Nobody because she liked him, but clearly the mouse boy was too dreary to understand that.

Dinah locked arms with Alice, guiding her away. “Anyway, I’m off to bed. There’s work to be done in the morning, so rest up, boys!”

Nobody watched the girls leave, then he ushered Madnes over to his tent. Inside was a cot to the left, and space for belongings off to the right. Nobody pulled out an extra cot and unfolded it along the right side of the tent. “You can keep your stuff over here, too,” he said.

“I don’t have much of anything,” said Madnes. He paused, realizing how strange that sounded. Who went anywhere without their luggage? He hoped the guy wouldn’t get suspicious.

Nobody narrowed his human-like eyes. “I understand what it’s like to be poor—especially when you’re first starting out. You can borrow something of mine, if you think anything I have is good enough. My pajamas are lame colors. I’m sure you’ll hate them.” He tossed him a set, anyway.

They were green striped and seemed fine. Why did this guy have to be such a downer about everything?

Madnes shrugged out of his beetle shells jacket. “So, you and Dinah have similar talents. I mean, fire and water are opposites, but you both somehow control an element,” he talked casually. “How does that work, anyway? Is it a trick or is it real?”

Nobody glanced about, as if the tent walls might have ears. “It’s real,” he said in a hushed tone, “by using these ring bands.”

He showed the back of his hand, a wide ring of blue metal on the middle finger. “I don’t know why it works. I guess it’s some form of magic? Something made by mages?” He hung his chin to his chest and plopped down on his cot. “Not that it matters. I’m just a useless bum who can’t perform without a magical object to help me.”

“Wow, you’re depressing,” said Madnes. “Does that mean Dinah is a bum too, since she uses a ring?”

Nobody’s head snapped back up. “No! That could never be true! She’s gifted—the most talented girl I’ve ever known.” He stopped when he realized his words contradicted and that his voice was rising. “That is, Dinah could find another talent without using her ring, I’m sure. She’ll always be successful. It’s me who’s the lame one.”

Madnes shook his head, taking a seat on the other cot. “What’s making you lame is you telling yourself and everybody else that you’re lame.”

Nobody closed his mouth, looking baffled.

“Goodnight!” Madnes turned away under a blanket.

“G...goodnight.”

***
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MADNES FORCED HIMSELF wide awake and pinched his cheek. Several hours must have passed, by now, and everyone should be asleep.

Quietly he pushed out of the blanket and rose, tiptoeing, and slipped out of the tent flap. The night air hit him coolly, and he wished for warmer pajamas.

Hugging his arms around himself, he made his way past the sleeping quarters tents and through the paths of larger show tents. A lamp and a shadow moved across the opposite tent from him, and Madnes quickly ducked around a corner.

The shadow had long ears—Bunny Foofoo, and he looked to be carrying something.

It piqued Madnes’s curiosity. But he already had a job to do, and deviating from it wasn’t an option. He finally found the tent filled with dream boxes and slipped inside.

He pulled open lid after lid of the larger sized boxes, a series of snowstorms, hailstones, rainbows and even acorns assaulting him as the dreams changed from box to box.

But none so far housed the crystal.

“A bit late to be playing, yes?” A voice crawled like a spider to his ears.

Madnes turned slightly.

Miss Muffet glided between the rows of boxes, idly clacking her fingernails along the tops.

He stiffened. What was she doing awake? The purple and silver makeup masking her face made her difficult to read and creepy in the darkness.

“I thought I could use one to help me sleep. They are dream boxes, right?” Madnes closed a lid.

Muffet snorted with a smirk. “Their name has misled you, I’m afraid. They doon’t give you dreams for sleeping.”

“Oh. My mistake.” Madnes feigned surprise. “All the adrenaline from the day must be keeping me awake, even though my body is exhausted.” He turned further towards her. “Is that why you’re up late too?”

Muffet rolled one shoulder. “Spira gets restless at night—with the urge to hunt prey.”

Madnes inwardly cringed. He didn’t want to know what sort of prey her pet hunted. With a nod and a wave, he made his way out and back to the small sleeping tents.

The wheels of his mind agitatedly turned. At this rate, how were they going to search for the crystal unnoticed?
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Chapter 22:
Knight Hunt
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MORNING BROUGHT WITH it a delicious breakfast of oatmeal, eggs, and bacon. But following that was a boatload of work that made both Madnes and Alice question their plan.

Madnes dragged a rake across the ground, gathering up popcorn bags, paper wrappings, and other garbage from last evening. Who knew a crowd of people could leave such a mess behind? And they did this every day?

“Shouldn’t you hire a cleanup crew?” Madnes muttered under his breath.

Nobody came by with trash buckets to fill. He let out a laugh. “All our money would be gone in a week if we did that. You’re funny.”

“Haha,” Madnes fake laughed, trying to lift the litter into a bucket using the rake.

The girls came over, dropping filled buckets for Georgie Porgie to carry out.

“Hey, Nobody. Help me clean the popcorn maker.” Dinah nodded her chin at him, and her tail swished eagerly.

Nobody cringed, swallowed, and fiddled with a rake in his hands. “Um...uh...um...”

Madnes shoved him from behind, sending Nobody stumbling into Dinah. He stopped himself short of actually running into her, and quickly straightened, his face bright red.

“I’ll just ruin the machine. You don’t want my help, believe me. I’m lame,” Nobody mumbled. He glanced over at Madnes then. “I mean, I’m not lame. I’m just prone to messing things up,” he corrected.

Dinah raised an eyebrow, her lips quirking. “I’ll show you what to do, worry-mouse. It’s not that big of a deal. Get over here.”

The mouse guy did as told, whether nervous or bashful or both. Dinah set about explaining which parts to take out first and clean, and Nobody cast as many bashful glances at the cat girl as he did at the objects she pointed to.

Alice chuckled under her breath. “Can that be considered a date?”

“A very poor date, if you ask me,” Madnes added, sweeping the rake. He drew closer until only she could hear him whisper and pretended to keep busy. “I checked more boxes last night but got caught by Muffet.”

“...It’s not going to be easy searching about at night, then?”

“Nope.”

Her expression turned pensive.

“Hey, Alice, can you bring that bucket over here?” called Dinah.

“Sure thing!”

Madnes swept the rake as Alice left.

A group of food vendors had set up their wares in the area by the ticket booth. Wherever the circus traveled, they let local vendors rent a space to serve their customers. That way, the circus itself never had to worry about providing nourishment for their patrons.

Quite clever. The only thing they did have to worry about was hiring a temporary employee each time for the ticket booth.

“If only vendors would clean up their own messes,” Madnes muttered.

Once all the cleaning was finished, the crew began preparations and practice for the evening’s performances.

“Madnes, I was wondering if you might play your ocarina during a few of the other performances?” asked Foofoo, finding him under the shade of a tent awning.

“I...guess I could do that.” Madnes couldn’t come up with a reason not to. But the more he was kept busy, the fewer chances he would have to search for the crystal.

“Alice,” Foofoo called out. “How about you and Dinah pair up for an act? Something that combines light and fire could be splendidly fun!”

Alice halted in her tracks. “Um, okay.”

Dinah came up behind her and playfully wrapped her arms around her shoulders, startling her. “Yes, we get to be act buddies!” Her tail swished. “I have some grand ideas for us, too. Come on!”

She dragged Alice towards a large tent.

“Already?” Alice half laughed, half pleaded.

Madnes carried two of the garbage buckets outside the circus camp fence. He lined them up with other buckets waiting on the blue street. He guessed some sort of garbage vehicle would come by and get them.

That was when he noticed the posters—their Wanted posters on trees lining the street.

People were strolling about, and though they didn’t pay him much attention, he moved to duck behind the buckets.

Most seemed too busy to stop and analyze the posters, and that put him a little at ease. He sighed and turned around to head back, when a figure dressed in strange armor suddenly came clomping in metallic boots down the street.

Madnes ducked again and peeked around. The man stopped at the posters. Blond hair fell down his armored shoulder plates, and his eyes glimmered like sapphire jewels.

Jewel-like eyes...the only other person with eyes like those that he knew of was Pelur.

Oh no. Was this a dragon knight?

What was one doing here? No, he didn’t need to wonder. The Red King wasn’t messing around anymore but sending the best of the best to hunt them down.

The knight turned from the posters to scan his gaze across the street and buildings and circus fence. Madnes ducked low and waited.

After a long minute passed, he watched the man’s shiny boots finally continue down the street at a slow pace, like a hunter sniffing about for any sign of his prey.

When Madnes made it back to the circus, he was out of breath, heart racing.

Muffet found him just then, before he had a chance to rest.

“I need foor you to play an enchanting song during my act,” she told him. “Let me hear what you can do.”

Madness breathed through his nose and went to fetch the ocarina.

The crew spent the rest of the day practicing, and when evening came, the circus lights came on and a long line of people formed at the gate.

“I always enjoy doing makeup. There’s something soo freeing and expressive about the coloors.” Alice sat still while Muffet painted half her face gold and the other half with golden sun beams.

Madnes looked again in the mirror at his own green and purple motley makeup, matching the jade beetle shells of his jacket. After coming so close to getting caught, he didn’t want to risk his or Alice’s faces being recognized out in public, even if their hair and clothes were drastically different and the posters not that well drawn. It was common to wear makeup on stage, anyway.

“There, is perfect.” Muffet put down her brush, admiring her work with a pleased smirk. Alice’s reflection in the mirror was awe. She lifted her hand, tempted to touch her cheek. “No touching until the paints dry,” warned Muffet.

Foofoo’s call and the flashing stage lights announced her approaching act, and Muffet hurried to go. Madnes followed, grabbing up the ocarina.

Much of the same acts were performed as before, but this time Alice’s act was paired with the cat girl while Madnes played a lively tune for them.

Dinah and Alice shared a look and a wink, and the music began. The lights went out, and Alice’s hands and legs glowed to life. Flames came alive in Dinah’s palms, her body invisible in the dark—the flames floating across the air without a source in the darkness before the captivated audience.

The flames danced around Alice as she twirled and spread her arms, making parts of her body glow and other parts wink out, like an ever-shifting display of luminescence. Instead of just ballet, she choreographed bits of modern dance into the routine. Madnes worked to keep the music in sync.

By the end of the complicated dance, they were all sweaty, and Madnes’s lungs burned from the strain. “I need...a break...”

Foofoo laughed, slapping his back as they all swapped places. “Take a breather. I’ll have someone else help with my act’s music tonight.”

Foofoo began his show as he had the previous evening, only this time instead of a desert theme, the stage was transformed into an ocean floor and mermaid realm, the stage curtains resembling seaweed. “And now, for the final act, allow me to transport us all into the realm of the deep...” he spoke mysteriously.

An audience member was called up to volunteer, this time to be transformed into a fish. The fish flopped about, and Foofoo made a show of trying to catch it. “Forgive me, madam, I’ll change you back! Just stay still for one half-second, will you?”

Children in the audience laughed. And they all cheered when the lady stepped back out of the coffin, once more a humanoid.

Madnes went outside to stand in the cool air, the stars twinkling above the street and circus lights. He watched as families and groups slowly made their way out, some purchasing last-minute snacks and souvenirs. His mouth was so sore, he thought he wouldn’t be able to speak for a week.

‘Say, fairy, is it possible for you to live off of other forms of energy? Like, something non-human?’ he asked.

The fairy didn’t show herself but gave a hmph sound. Don’t you think I would if I could? I’m trapped inside you because I need human life force. It’s richer than other sources—and rich is what I need now.

‘But surely nymphs aren’t born to live this way? Didn’t you ever have a physical body? Alice does. And why do you need so much energy?’

Questions, questions—enough with your questions! I don’t have a physical body anymore, so stop asking me about it! She huffed. Shouldn’t you be paying attention to more important things: like what’s going on behind the ice cream booth?

Madnes straightened. He looked to the booth on his right and strode carefully over toward the back of it, while acting nonchalant.

Behind the booth, he heard talking:

“Would you like to try our new flavors of ice cream? There are some at my tent.”

“I don’t know... Mommy said I shouldn’t stay out late. And she doesn’t know I’m at the circus.”

“She doesn’t? Well, she won’t worry if she doesn’t know about it. Come on. It won’t take long, I promise. You won’t have another chance to taste them if you don’t come now.”

“Well...”

Madnes stepped around the corner, expecting trouble. But what he found was Bunny Foofoo speaking to a boy child—a human child, or half-human.
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Chapter 23:
Bad Business
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MANY YEARS AGO—AND long after the incident with Syn—some humans migrated to Wonderland, forever leaving Earth behind. They intermingled with the other races and lived as any other Wonderlander, which was why, today, no one cared how human Madnes or Alice looked. And perhaps was why some Wonderlanders, in turn, had migrated to Oswick.

This child before Madnes was a descendent of humans. But why was Foofoo speaking to him like some creepy stalker?

“Ah, Madnes.” Foofoo’s eyes went wide with surprise at first. He rose from a knee and adjusted his magician’s hat. “Did you get some of the flatbread Dinah left out for a late meal? Don’t let yourself go to bed hungry!” He put on a display of cheerfulness which didn’t reach his beady eyes.

Madnes looked to the child. “Bedtime, yes. I think all children should be heading home to bed, now,” he said meaningfully.

The boy dipped his head and hurried away, following the last of the customers out of the gate.

Foofoo’s ears twitched, a flare of something beneath his cheerful mask as he watched the boy leave. “Did I ever ask you where you’re from? Or where you trained?” Before Madnes could answer, he continued, “No, I did not. And do you know why? Because here, at the circus, we do not pry into each other’s business. It’s considered rude to do so.” He gave his shoulder a brief pat. “Just so you know.”

Was that meant to be a warning? Had Madnes interrupted something important?

With that, Foofoo twirled his wand and headed off, leaving Madnes more suspicious and uneasy than ever.

***
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THE BEDROOM TENT FLAP opened. But instead of Nobody entering, it was Alice.

Madnes looked up from kneeling on his cot. “Oh, hi,” he greeted her.

Alice tilted her head curiously at him. “Were you praying? That’s a first.”

Madnes raked a hand through his stiff-dyed hair, sitting up. “Well...ever since the Forest of the Haunted, I’ve felt guilty about asking God for help when I barely knew or cared about Him. I want to change that.” He tapped a pile of books that Nobody had stacked up. “I wish I’d brought that mini-Bible my uncle has... He always wanted me to read John.”

Alice sat on her knees beside him, her dyed-white hair bouncing above her shoulders in waves. “You’ve come a long way, Madnes.” The feathers of her dress brushed his side.

For some reason that made his cheeks heat, so he switched topics and told her about the incident with the dragon knight, whispering as quietly as possible.

She gave his hand a pat, tempted to let her hand linger over his. “So, we must keep an eye out for a dragon knight who’s hunting us, while also looking for the crystal... I don’t think we have much choice but to search at night, now. Too many people move about even at the break of dawn.”

Madnes tipped his head. “I’m thinking the same. There’s also something...strange going on with Bunny Foofoo.”

“Oh?”

“I saw him moving about late last night. And then, just now he was trying to lure a human boy to go somewhere with him.”

Alice pursed her lips in thought. “That is strange... I’m going to check more dream boxes tonight. Can you keep watch for me?” she asked.

Footsteps approached.

He nodded, and Alice rose to leave as Nobody entered.

“Oh, Alice. Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you leave. I guess I have that effect on people.”

Alice held in a sigh, glancing Madnes’s way.

***
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ALICE CLICKED OPEN and shut box after box in the dark of night. Madnes stood guard at the tent flap, watching for movement outside. The air’s cool moisture gathered in puffs of fog along the ground and tents.

After several minutes passed, the shadow of spider legs appeared around a tent.

“Alice, hide!” he whispered.

They ducked behind the tallest dream boxes and stayed there, waiting as the brush of spider legs moved past. Muffet’s shadow peeked inside the tent for a moment before carrying on.

Alice let out a breath. “This is taking too long.”

“I know,” he agreed. He took up position at the flap again, and Alice opened a box filled with the scents of cooking.

The sound of feet pattered somewhere, and Madnes warned her to pause what she was doing while his gazed followed the paths between tents outside.

A shadow with long ears showed briefly against a distant tent side before vanishing.

“He’s out there up to something... I have to follow.” Madnes looked back to her, a feeling he couldn’t put into words driving him.

She hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll open a few more boxes and then head back,” she told him.

Madnes slipped out into the night. He paused each time before he crossed an open path between tents. Part of him worried about Alice, but she was a clever person.

Finally, he reached the spot where Foofoo had just been.

He crouched low and moved on, listening through every gap between black-and-white tent fabric.

It wasn’t until he reached the far back, where some tents brushed against the streetside fence, that he heard whispering, and he drew as near as he dared.

“Only five vials? What happened to the usual ten? You’ve gone slack,” said a squat troll-like person.

“I told you, there were difficulties this week. Not as many human kids came around.” That was Foofoo, and he’d handed the troll a briefcase of glowing vials.

“The Red King doesn’t do well with excuses. He’ll have to get his shipment of life force from someone else if you don’t fulfill his needs.”

The Red King was involved in this?

Life force—what could he possibly need that for? Madnes felt sick at the thought.

A twig snapped somewhere behind, startling him.

Foofoo and the troll looked up. The troll shoved cash at the rabbit before scurrying over the fence and disappearing into the streets. Foofoo vanished around a tent corner, away from the sound.

Madnes glanced behind him and ducked low in a grassy, weedy spot by the fence—just in time, too, as the large Spira crawled past.

He waited a good long while after the spider legs passed before daring to venture back to Nobody’s tent, where he promptly wrapped himself up in a blanket and tried in vain to get some sleep before the morning ahead.

Foofoo had to be stopped.

But first, they would need evidence to expose him.

***
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“WHICH SHIRT SHOULD I wear?” Nobody held one up, then another, his face as glum as a soaked frog. He gave a long sigh, as if the world were coming to an end. “Oh why do I bother choosing? No one likes me anyway, so why should I dress nice? I could wear an octopus and people wouldn’t notice.”

Madnes rolled his eyes. He shrugged into a plain shirt. “Cheer up, will you? Stop assuming people don’t like you and just smile; have some fun.”

He strode out the tent to begin the morning’s cleaning work all over again.

“Fun? Fun...” Nobody followed after.

Dinah sauntered over with a plate of oatmeal cake in hand. “Don’t forget your breakfast, worry-mouse.” She handed it to Nobody.

Eyes wide with admiration, he took the plate gratefully. “You make the best food, Dinah. The best. And—and your ears are always so pretty,” he blurted out, then turned his red face away and hurried to the picnic table.

Dinah stood there dumbstruck, and her whiskered cheeks blushed. Alice was already at the table, and Dinah took a seat beside her. She kept giving Nobody glances while everyone ate, and Madnes could tell it was a struggle for Nobody to meet those glances since he kept turning his red face away.

Halfway through the day, and almost finished with raking up the trash, Alice crossed paths with Madnes. He whispered about what he’d seen last night, and her expression clouded with worry.

“Do you think the other circus members know what Foofoo’s doing?”

He shook his head. “Foofoo was being so cautious that I doubt they do.”

“Could we get them on our side, you think?”

“I don’t know... Probably not without giving them some solid proof first,” he said.

“If we can get them on our side, they might help us find the crystal,” Alice considered.

“Yeah...if we can.”
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Chapter 24:
Bunny Foofoo
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“ALICE, WHAT DO YOU think of this dress for the show?” Dinah held up a purple dress made of reptilian-like scales. “I could be a fire-breathing snake,” she giggled.

Alice flicked her calico ear with a finger. “A snake with ears, sure.”

“It’ll be in the dark, silly!” Dinah fell on her side, hugging the dress and laughing, in their shared tent. “I’m glad you came here, Alice. The circus has been so much more fun with you around. Before, I didn’t really have anyone to talk to. I mean, there’s only so much you can talk about with Muffet.” She positioned her hands like crawling spiders along the cot.

Alice shuddered theatrically, leaning away from the spider hands. “I’m glad we met too, Dinah,” she said, and meant it. She hadn’t had a girl her age for a friend before, and there was something freeing and fun about it. No subject was off-limits.

“Have you ever liked a boy?” asked Dinah, kicking her feet back and forth, lying on her stomach on the cot.

Alice flushed. “I...maybe. Sort of.” She nervously tucked her hair behind an ear. “What about you? Do you like Nobody?”

This time, Dinah blushed. “He’s cute, in an odd sort of way. Polite, quiet, and he’d never hurt a fly. I find that attractive.”

Alice tied a ribbon in her hair, listening.

“But he’s usually so depressing and glum that I can’t get a word out of him—well, until you guys came along. I still can’t believe he complimented me twice the other day! Heehee. I know our races don’t exactly get along, but I like him anyway.”

“You should tell him,” Alice encouraged.

“I’d rather him tell me. If he cares enough, he should be able to.”

Alice let that thought roll around in her head.

“Hey, Dinah, there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

Dinah stopped kicking her feet, chin perched in her hands.

“Has Bunny Foofoo ever acted...unusual?” Alice didn’t know how else to phrase it.

Dinah’s brow furrowed. “Unusual? We are circus performers. There’s bound to be a lot of unusual going on.”

“Yes, but when I went to use the bathroom last night, I saw Foofoo sneaking about. He was carrying a briefcase, and he handed it over to someone I couldn’t see in exchange for money.”

Dinah cocked her head, ears shifting back. “Really? That is strange. I suppose he could be selling something as part of a hobby or a side job. But I don’t think it’s anything to worry about.”

“There were vials inside—vials of glowing energy. He opened it briefly.”

Dinah’s mouth twisted into a frown. “A hobby making lanterns?”

Alice sighed.

“I don’t know, girl. It does sound eerie. But I can’t imagine Foofoo being involved in something dastardly. Maybe we can look into it more tonight?”

Alice nodded. “Let’s do.”

***
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ALICE ENTERED THE PREPARATIONS tent to get her makeup done. Muffet wasn’t there yet, but Madnes was seated at the mirror, waiting.

“I talked to Dinah. She’s skeptical, but if we can find evidence to show her tonight, we could win her over.”

Madnes fiddled with the side braid in his hair. She liked the way he looked in his circus attire—mysterious, otherworldly.

“Nobody might be convinced, too, if we can prove something,” he told her. “I need to search Foofoo’s tent for clues.”

Alice dipped her chin. “Best do that while he’s busy onstage. Maybe during Porgie’s act, when you aren’t playing music?”

“Right,” he agreed.

“You know, Dinah seems to like Nobody as much as he likes her.” Alice chuckled. “I don’t get why they haven’t been straightforward with each other. They’ve been in this circus for years!”

“Ha! Yeah, that does seem ridiculous,” said Madnes. “Liking each other for years, yet never saying anything about it. Just staying friends or whatever.”

His laugh died to a fizzle, and so did hers. They both realized in that moment they were no better than them.

She glanced at him.

He glanced at her.

And then the tent flap opened with a whoosh as Miss Muffet strode inside. “Ready foor your makeup?”

***
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MADNES FINISHED THE ocarina music for Miss Muffet’s hair-raising performance and headed backstage. He only had a short amount of time before he’d be needed again. Meanwhile, Porgie went on stage, muscles bulging under heavy weights while Foofoo did comedic commentary.

Alice nodded to Madnes as he passed. He exited the large tent out the back, and caught Nobody by the wrist—dragging him along outside.

“Wait, what are you doing? Was my last act that bad?” protested the mouse boy. “Whatever this is about, it should wait until after we’re—”

“Now’s our only chance. Help me search Foofoo’s tent,” Madnes told him.

Nobody’s face paled. “But, but...”

Madnes pulled him along through the bustle of patrons wandering the circus and to the far back sleeping tents. Foofoo’s tent was the longest—supposedly because he had a lot of magician equipment to store. And indeed, when they entered the tent, it was packed full of curious objects and furnishings for magic acts.

Madnes pushed past mirrors and trick boxes, down to the far back.

“W-what exactly are you looking for?” asked Nobody nervously.

“He’s been collecting vials of life force from children. I just need to find where he’s doing it.”

Nobody started to tremble. “Doing what? Are you sure that’s what you saw? This could all just be one big misunderstanding...”

Madnes looked around and under the bed, which was plusher than their cots. Past that was the tent wall. There was nothing else.

“This doesn’t make sense,” he mumbled to himself, tapping his lip. There were no vials, no equipment for extracting life force—not that he was sure what that would look like, anyway. Maybe Foofoo wasn’t committing the crimes in here?

Nobody bumped against the tent walls as he edged around the bed, peering about. “All I see are trick flowers, odd hats and cards,” he stated shakily.

Madnes narrowed his gaze at the tent walls. The one behind Nobody fluttered strangely. “That’s not a wall.”

He rose, and with one shove the wall slid sideways like a trick curtain, revealing an extra room with darkened fabric walls.

Nobody inhaled sharply.

The room consisted of a chair—with manacles attached to each arm to hold someone down—and a strange device of tubes, a glowing container, and pronged needles.

“What...is this?” Nobody’s voice came faintly.

“This is where life force is stolen,” said Madnes, brushing the manacles. “Foofoo is preying upon vulnerable children who come to this circus.”

“But...but...” Nobody didn’t seem able to process what he was seeing and hearing. “There aren’t any bodies.”

“Maybe they don’t die but just get terribly ill. Either way, it’s illegal and harmful to extract life force from children.” Madnes straightened. “I have to put a stop to this.”

“How?”

Madnes placed the curtain back after checking his pocket watch. “Time’s up! I need to be back onstage.”

***
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“YOU almost looked like a fiery snake.” Alice chortled with Dinah, after their performances for the night.

“Told you so! Fire shimmers on scales.” The cat girl grinned and twirled the scales of her dress.

The patrons were departing, the noise of the crowd fading around them.

Madnes signaled across to Alice from beside a doughnut booth.

She caught Dinah’s hand and made sure no one was close enough to hear her say, “Dinah, I’m going to go spy on Foofoo. Want to come with me?”

Dinah’s ears lowered anxiously. “Okay, girl. But if we get caught, you’re taking the blame.”

“How kind of you.”

The girls ducked behind the popcorn maker, while Madnes and Nobody hid behind the doughnuts. Both groups watched as Foofoo mingled with the diminishing crowd.

His tall ears showed above the sea of heads, and Madnes kept his gaze focused on them like a beacon. He followed the rabbit to the left of the crowd. And when the ears dipped down and vanished, he hurried forward, tugging Nobody along with him.

A human child stood beside the cotton candy maker, staring longingly up at the clouds of sweet pink.

“Hello, my dear. You look as if you want some of this candy?” Bunny Foofoo appeared, leaning down to her ear.

The girl glanced his way shyly.

“Would you like some?”

After a small hesitation, she nodded.

“I have some extra special flavors back at my tent. Would you like to try them for me, and tell me which are your favorite?” He held out his furry hand for her.

The child glanced once more at the pink cotton candy and took his hand. “How many flavors are there?”

Foofoo grinned. “Every flavor you can possibly dream of.” He swished his cape around them and they both disappeared.

Madnes blinked and started.

Where did they go?

“To his tent, hurry!” Madnes motioned, and both groups hurried through the paths between tents, past the leaving crowd. When they reached the circus sleeping quarters, he skidded to a halt.

There was Bunny Foofoo—walking towards him with the child, who now held a big green puff of cotton candy in her hand. “Hello, Madnes. Why do you look to be in such a rush? Did something happen?” Foofoo’s lips made a sly smile.

They stood face to face, each assessing the other, until Nobody charged forward and broke the silence.

“We saw the secret room, Foofoo! How could you do such a thing to children?” the mouse demanded.

Foofoo snorted. He gave the child a push, “Go on, now. Hurry home,” sending her off into the tail end of the departing crowd. He straightened to face Madnes and the others. “It’s only a small side job. I’m not killing anyone, and the kids are fine. In fact, that money is what keeps this circus going and pays for the repair bills, and it’s what gets you new equipment,” he said pointedly at Dinah and Nobody. “Without me, there is no circus.”

The two shifted uncomfortably.

“It’s illegal and harmful!” Madnes made a fist.

“You’re one to talk, Madnes Hatter. Oh yes, I saw the Wanted posters.” Foofoo smirked. “But even before that, I knew something was amiss when I recognized the costumes you were both wearing from the local theater club. What, did you think I wouldn’t notice?”

Madnes’s jaw twitched.

“Wanted posters?” Nobody said in shock.

Dinah glanced at them both nervously.

“That’s right. They’re criminals wanted by the king. I should hand you over this instant, except your acts have been such a nice breath of fresh air for our audience,” said Foofoo.

Nobody and Dinah hung their heads as if feeling betrayed and stepped away from Madnes and Alice.

“Tell me, Madness Solver, surely you did not come all this way just to stop me, a humble performer? What is it you really came here for?” asked Foofoo, pulling out his wand and lengthening it into a cane, perching his hands atop the knob.

“The Madness Solver?” whispered Dinah.

Madnes exhaled. “The spell crystal—I know it’s here, Foofoo. Hand it over.”

“Mmm...only if you agree to stay and perform a while longer, and promise not to turn me in. Tomorrow’s our last day in this city. We’ll be traveling northward next.”

Madnes fisted his hands behind his back. “First, tell me: why does the Red King need life force from children?”

Foofoo’s beady gaze intensified. “Life force from humans, you mean. It’s easier to collect from children—and that’s all I’m going to say about the matter. Now, do we have a deal or not?”

Madnes hesitated. He shared a look with Alice.

Foofoo tilted his head, one ear raised, waiting.

“Deal,” said Madnes. “But only if you give us the crystal.”

Foofoo gave them a mock bow. “After the show tomorrow, it will be yours.”
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Chapter 25:
Tricks
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“DINAH, IT’S NOT WHAT you think. We’re not criminals,” Alice tried to say, once back at their shared tent.

Dinah’s ears drooped as she sat on her cot.

“The king labeled us that because he wants to stop us from interfering with his wicked plan.”

“What wicked plan? The king is our ruler. He’s looked out for us—for Wonderland—for many, many years. He works for the good of all. Are you trying to tell me that’s all been a lie?”

Alice watched her, stunned. But of course Wonderlanders would see their king as good. They didn’t know what was really going on behind the scenes. All they knew was what they were told. She couldn’t prove to Dinah the king was evil, not unless Dinah saw it for herself.

“We’re not criminals. Please, at least believe that.” She touched her shoulder.

The cat girl didn’t respond, and Alice laid down on her own cot, facing the wall.

After a while of silence, Dinah asked, “What’s this crystal Foofoo has that you want so badly?”

“It’s...complicated to explain,” Alice answered. What explanation could she possibly give that Dinah would believe?

***
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“I WASN’T TRYING TO lie to you, Nobody. We’re not the bad guys. It’s Foofoo who’s the real criminal here,” Madnes tried to explain, back in their tent.

“Yeah, whatever, it’s fine.” Nobody slumped on his cot. “I should be used to disappointment by now. Everyone else lies to me and tricks me, so why shouldn’t you? I’m just a loser sitting in a stupid tent.”

“Nobody—”

“Goodnight.” The mouse boy turned his back to him, putting an end to all talk.

Madnes exhaled through his nose and stared up at the tent ceiling.

***
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BREAKFAST WAS A SOMBER affair. Nobody and Dinah sat together, and they seemed closer now that they both shared the same feeling of being betrayed.

Miss Muffet gave suspicious glances at the four of them, noticing their sudden change in behavior. She hopped onto Spira, directing the black spider to help clean up the night’s trash.

As evening came and showtime approached once again, Madnes hurried off down the street toward the outskirts of the city—hurrying to retrieve his hat where he’d left it at a boulder, and pick up their clothes and his maroon jacket from a box inside the theater club. There wouldn’t be time to retrieve them later—he and Alice would have to make a run for it once Foofoo gave them the crystal.

“Crystal, yeah. I doubt Foofoo is going to hand it over so easily,” he thought to himself aloud.

On his way back to the circus, he spotted the blond dragon knight again stalking the streets.

Why was he still hanging around here? Was Foofoo planning to turn them in after the show?

“Hmph, we’ll just see about that.”

He grabbed one of the Wanted posters, flipped it over, pulled out a pen and began to write.

***
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“MADNES, WHERE HAVE you been? What took you so long?” Alice demanded, once he showed up backstage.

He let his arm wrap around her shoulders, and her expression startled. “We need to talk, after all of this is over,” he said by her ear. “I hope you know how much you mean to me, Alice.”

Her cheeks pinked, and she stuttered, “O-okay.”

He felt his own face heat and he tried to hide it by giving her a wink.

Miss Muffet’s act began and he hurried onstage to start the music.

Madnes tapped his foot anxiously while the time passed and each act came to an end. He searched the audience with his gaze, trying to anticipate what Foofoo might be up to.

“And now for the final act, ladies and gentlemen.” Foofoo hopped onstage, merry as ever and waving his wand. “Allow me to transport you into another world, a realm of the unknown depths...”

Porgie transformed the stage into underwater scenery, same as last time. The coffin rolled up.

“This magical box is said to create mermaids,” said Foofoo. “I wonder if it’s true? Shall we find out?”

The audience shouted an eager “Yes!”

“Okay then! I need a pretty volunteer. How about you, Alice? One of our own. Come! Show us what a lovely mermaid you will become!”

Madnes’s chest clenched.

Alice’s gaze went wide.

Foofoo held out his hand, motioning her forward.

Filled with trepidation, she came onstage to the cheer of the crowd.

“Now, lay down in this box, and we shall make you into the prettiest mermaid of all.”

Alice moved unsurely, settling herself down into the coffin-shaped box.

Madnes stepped one foot out from the stage curtain, watching the rabbit closely.

Foofoo performed the same trick, chanting while circling the box, next opening it to reveal a fish inside. “Oh no, she was supposed to be a mermaid!” He grabbed the flopping fish theatrically and tossed it back into the box.

“Sorry about that. Let’s try again!” Foofoo chanted and circled the box, tapping the lid. This time when it opened, a mermaid sat up, her scaly fish tail waving.

But it was Muffet, in mermaid wig and makeup—not Alice, though the audience wouldn’t be able to tell that.

Panic lanced through Madnes while the audience cheered. He waited for Foofoo to have Muffet get back in the coffin and become Alice again, but it didn’t happen. Foofoo instead paraded the woman around the stage, and then proceeded to give the audience his closing speech.

Madnes left quickly, making his way through the backstage rooms and calling, “Where is she? Where is Alice?!”

Dinah poked her head around one of the fabric doors. “Is she missing?”

“Foofoo’s taken her!” he raged.

Dinah’s ears swiveled flat. “Surely not. Let me help you look.”

They searched hurriedly to find the entrance that led beneath the stage, and when Dinah finally located it, they entered a darkened, dusty space. She switched on the single lamp, and there in the room sat Alice, tied up, and the dragon knight drawing his sword.

Foofoo appeared behind Dinah, blocking the door and their escape.

“Madnes Hatter, you are under arrest,” proclaimed the knight.

Dinah gasped, hands to mouth. “Alice! Foofoo, how could you? You made a deal with them!”

“Tut-tut-tut. Why should I keep such a deal when there are better alternatives?” Foofoo drummed his fingers on his cane.

“You’ll pay for this,” Madnes growled, ready to lunge and attack.

“Ha! How so? You don’t have any proof of crime to hold against me. But you, on the other hand, have been declared an enemy by the king.” Foofoo chortled darkly.

“Madnes...” whimpered Alice.

“Will you come quietly?” The knight gripped the hilt of his sword.

Madnes looked from him to the rope binding Alice’s hands. “Fine. You win this time, Foofoo.”

Dinah watched with worry-filled eyes as the dragon knight led both him and Alice away.

***
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THE KNIGHT WALKED THEM outdoors into the dark of night and the glare of streetlamps, the crowd having now faded away. A breeze rustled an empty popcorn bag strewn on the ground as they exited the circus gate. Clusters of people still moved about the blue city street, and the knight made Madnes walk closely ahead of him.

The gears of the Madness Solver power turned in Madnes’s mind. No escape scenario seemed possible without first freeing Alice. But she was behind Madnes, the knight keeping a firm hold on the end of the rope she was tied to.

Rope...if only he had a knife with him to cut it. He doubted he could move fast enough before the knight reacted, though.

‘I can’t give in like this. There must be something I can do, right, fairy? If we’re taken to the Red King, we’re doomed—and so is Oswick!’

Pk-Pk-Pk-Pk! A loud noise interrupted his thoughts.

Madnes jumped at the sudden burst of firecrackers and a bright light flash—coming from a tree just as they were passing underneath it.

The knight raised his hand to block the blinding flashes of light.

This was his chance, a distraction!

Madnes turned around, ready to fight, only to feel something grab him from behind and lift him like a bungee cord into the air.

Wind rushed by, the ground shrank, and tree limbs smacked him in the face.

He glimpsed the shape of a person before a dark cloth enveloped his face and body, and everything became black silence.

He struggled to move, but the cloth wrapped him tight. He tried to cry out, but his voice was muffled.

Alice! What was happening?

He felt himself being moved, though he couldn’t tell where to. His chest heaved as he was carried along.

After a while, the moving stopped, and he tried to listen, hearing nothing but his own breath. He decided not to wait any longer and gathered all his strength, calling on the power, and with one huge shove of his arms, he tore free of the fabric—and met with the darkness of a room and a single window.

The fabric—it felt odd, more like strands of glued stuff. He quickly yanked patches of it off.

“Careful, noow. If you’re loud and get caught, we won’t help you again,” spoke a familiar accent. The faint streetlamps beyond the window brought Muffet’s features to light, as well as Nobody’s. Spira moved behind him; apparently, the cloth around him was spider silk.

“How...where’s Alice?” he stammered.

“Right here.”

Madnes shifted to find her behind him, unwrapping herself of spider silk.

Relieved, he regarded the circus crew again. “You saved us? Why?” he asked dumbfoundedly and helped Alice with the spider silk.

“Dinah came and told us what Foofoo did,” answered Nobody. “There wasn’t much time to think, so...we just acted. Pun intended, haha.”

“Spira is smart and fast—too much for silly dragon knight to track,” said Muffet, petting the giant spider affectionately.

“But...” Madnes tried to take it all in. “I thought you didn’t believe us.”

“At first, maybe. But I can’t picture Alice being a criminal, no matter what the king says,” concluded Nobody. “Plus, I found this dragon whistle in your jacket. A dragon knight would never just give this to anyone.” He held out the purple scale whistle. Madnes took it, finally free of all the silk.

“Knight Pelur... We failed to find the crystal, though. Our home is doomed if we don’t get it,” he said. Alice cupped his other hand in hers.

Nobody straightened. “If the crystal’s that important, let us look for it. But you have to stay here and hide. That dragon knight won’t stop searching for you.”

Alice nodded.

“I doubt Foofoo will let us go searching aboout the tents for it, you knoow,” Muffet pointed out to them.

Madnes snorted. “Foofoo won’t be bothering you. Trust me.” He fixed his gaze on the window. “He’s in for a big surprise come morning.”
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Chapter 26:
The Show Goes Ever On
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FOOFOO YAWNED, PATTING down his magician’s hat as he stepped outdoors into the early morning air. “My, what a lovely day!” he said to himself.

His reward for the capture of the Madness Solver was sure to be grand when it came! He could finally buy that expensive youthful lotion he’d been wanting to try and several new wardrobes; oh, and a second large tent—perhaps to house animals! He could hire a new crew, too, and double the ticket fees!

The possibilities were endless!

While reveling in his moment of victory, his rabbit ears picked up a lot of unusual chatter going on in the street just outside the circus gate.

How odd. Usually a crowd didn’t gather there until later in the day. What were they all looking at?

Foofoo made his way to the street, and the chatter shifted. Many eyes suddenly cut to him.

He met the crowd’s gazes, uneasy, and glanced about. “Hello there. What seems to be the commotion?”

People’s expressions were very displeased, even angry.

“Come see for yourself,” said a wolf, pointing at a poster.

Swallowing, Foofoo drew near, close enough to read the handwritten note there:

...

Bunny Foofoo has been luring children who have human blood into his tent and stealing their life force to sell on the black market.

...

There was no signature, but Foofoo could guess who had written it.

“Now, now. That’s just a made-up rumor by someone who holds a grudge against me,” Foofoo told them all. “Some people just enjoy spreading rumors.”

“Then what’s this strange machine here?” The wolf pointed to the life force extracting machine sitting at the base of the tree near the poster.

Foofoo’s insides cringed and his ears curled down. “It’s...it’s a contraption for making magic—things which you ordinary folk would not understand.”

“Oh yeah?” said a human, who picked the machine up in his arms. “I’m going to take this to an expert, just to make sure.”

“No, no, you don’t need to do that!” Foofoo cried out in a panic.

They all stared at him.

“I mean...I just...” Foofoo stammered.

“My child was sick this week. Is that because he was at your circus?” demanded another human.

“So was mine,” said another.

“What are you doing to our children?”

Foofoo tried to back away, but the crowd pressed in around him. “Now, see here, I just— Wait!”

***
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MADNES SMIRKED, WHILE Alice watched the scene unfold from their window across the street.

“I’m guessing Foofoo’s reputation is now officially ruined,” she surmised. “Nicely played, Madnes.”

She settled back on the floor of the closed holiday costume shop they’d been hiding out in.

He let himself feel some satisfaction in that, though he would rather have had Foofoo locked away for his crimes.

“Now that that’s over with, what was it you wanted to talk about?” she asked him.

Madnes’s heart skipped a beat. “Oh...right.”

He didn’t know how much of his life would be left after everything was over, after the Red King was dealt with—and that was the reason he couldn’t share his feelings with her, or so he’d been telling himself.

He didn’t want Alice to be sad once he was gone. But after spending these days with her, it became clear that she was going to be sad no matter what. She cared about him as much as he did for her. His death was going to be a devastating blow, and nothing could change that. The very least he could do would be to give her some happy moments while he was still here—however few they may be.

He could feel his face flushing red. He gripped his hands together to keep from fidgeting. He was no better than the mouse boy if he couldn’t say this, especially after how long he and Alice had known each other.

There were no more excuses left.

“Alice.” He tried to meet her gaze. She waited, with a small expectant smile. “You’ve been my closest friend for so long. When you’re sad, it hurts me. When you’re not there, I feel lonely. You’ve become a part of my life. And...” Madnes reached for her hand, cupping it in both of his. A nervous yet warm feeling spread through him. “I want you to always be in my life. What I’m trying to say is...I love you, Alice.”

Alice’s mouth hung slack. Her hand gripped his, and her eyes went moist. “Oh Madnes...I thought you’d never say it.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his cheek.

Relief and thrill filled his soul. He looked deep into her sparkling sea-green eyes. “Hey, you didn’t say you love me back.”

She gave a giggle. “But it’s obvious, right?”

He gave her a look.

She grinned and let her finger tap the tip of his nose. “I love you too, crazy Madnes.”

He reached to embrace her—or would have, if Dinah hadn’t come bursting through the door just then.

“The police are taking Foofoo away! You did it, woohoo!” She raised her hands and high-fived them.

“Really? He’s being arrested?” Madnes brightened.

“The people’s fury made it happen. And now, that dragon knight’s busy, distracted by it all. So, if you hurry, you can come hide in the circus tents with us.”

Alice tried not to laugh at the cat girl’s imperfect timing. “We do still need to find that crystal,” she pointed out.

“Right.” Madnes pushed to his feet, then held out his hands, helping Alice up. “The search must go on.”

Dinah made a face. “Show—search. Another lame pun.”

***
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ALL THAT MORNING WAS spent searching the tents, especially the dream boxes. Alice and Madnes opened one after another after another, while Porgie unstacked the large boxes. It wasn’t until after he’d removed several large ones that the pig man discovered a box buried in the ground of the tent underneath those boxes.

Alice pressed her hand to the wood. “I can feel the energy—it’s here!”

Porgie grunted and tugged at the box, wiggling it back and forth, until it pulled free of the ground. “I forgot Bunny Foofoo had told me to burry one,” he said, scratching his ears.

Dinah shook her head at him.

Alice undid the clasps, and as the tall box fell open, the spell crystal inside glowed with a thousand facets of reflected light.

Nobody gaped in wonder. “Wow, so pretty...”

Alice pressed her hand to the crystal, eyes closed, and concentrated. There came a loud crack when the crystal suddenly fractured in two.

Nobody and Dinah jumped in fright.

“You broke it! Why?” Nobody mourned.

“It was part of a dangerous spell that’s ruining our homeland,” Madnes replied. “But hey, you can keep the pieces and make them into jewelry or something.”

“That’s splendid!” Dinah wrapped her arms around Nobody from behind, giving him a hug that both made him jump in fright and blush. “We should start packing, guys! It’s time to move out of here, before the city decides we’re all as guilty as Foofoo is,” she said.

Muffet nodded. “My things are already packed. I will help with the tents.”

“Then it’s time for us to leave, too,” said Madnes.

Alice looked to Dinah, and they shared a sad smile. “I’ll miss you.”

They hugged. “And you, girl,” said Dinah, squeezing her tightly. “We’ll run into each other again, I’m sure. But we’ll have a new circus name, next time.”

“Yes, now that Foofoo is gone, we will run the circus together,” said Nobody, his back standing straighter and more confident than usual.

Alice cocked an eyebrow. “Are you two...?”

Dinah giggled and cupped her hand around Nobody’s. “It’s about time, wouldn’t you say?” She narrowed her gaze conspiratorially at her. “And you...?”

Alice’s cheeks blushed and she glanced at Madnes, looping her arm around his. “As you said, it’s about time,” she replied, a bashful giggle slipping out.

Madnes cleared his throat, fanning his face with his free hand. “What’s the name of your new circus going to be?” he changed topics.

Dinah spread her arms wide and announced, “Starlight Circus! Where all peoples are welcome and can be merry without any fear!”

Madnes patted his top hat on, feeling better having it back, and slipped into his maroon jacket. “I know some kids who’d love to see that. We’ll find you again!”

He tossed Nobody the beetle shell suit. Alice had already given Dinah the feather dress and now wore her Oswick blouse, vest and green skort.

The two of them waved as they left the tents and exited the circus gate with its glittering snake archway, not nearly as ominous as it had first seemed.

Dinah waved both hands, the circus crew watching them go.

Soon, the circus tents and their newfound friends were out of sight.

He and Alice hurried their pace. Being on the street in daylight made him feel too exposed. There was no telling when the dragon knight might return and...

They hadn’t made it far before a figure stalked out of the alley in front of them, locking eyes with them both.

The blond dragon knight.

“Oh crud!” Madnes pulled Alice down the opposite side alley.

One hand on his hat, the other gripping Alice, they fled down street after street, keeping just ahead of the furious knight.

Reaching the city outskirts, they hurried into the woods and meadow, losing the knight, and Madnes pulled out the scale whistle.

He hesitated. “Should we wait? What if the other groups need Pelur more than we do?”

“If that knight tracks us down, we’re done for.”

“Good point.”

Madnes sucked in a breath and blew through the whistle—a high sound that undulated, echoing into the sky.

They waited, peering up at the clouds. Madnes tapped his foot in worry, time ticking by without any sign of Pelur.

“Maybe something happened with the other groups?” Alice began to wonder.

Then, out of a cloud appeared a large purple shape.

It grew as they watched.

“That’s Pelur!” Madnes shouted with relief.

But there was something else in the sky, too: a white dragon shape chasing after Pelur.

“Darn, another dragon knight,” growled Alice.

They could do nothing useful but watch as Pelur lowered, passing over the city, approaching them and the woods—the other dragon close behind and shooting mouthfuls of fire.

Pelur reached them and beat his wings so that he hovered overhead. His one claw was full carrying a vehicle, so he lowered the other one for them.

“Hop on, chaps! No time to waste!” shouted Harrey from the jeep.

Madnes held his hat down against the wind. “Do I need to ask how all this happened?” he said as he tossed Alice up into Pelur’s palm, then jumped using his strength to land beside her.

Pelur beat his wings, making the trees sway back precariously as he gathered height. A fireball clipped his left wing, but he continued on—up and over the hilly landscape.

Pelur craned his neck to the side and breathed out a stream of fire. The other dragon swerved left to dodge.

As if things couldn’t get any worse, a second dragon appeared: golden, the blond knight.

“Wow, you’ve brought as much trouble as we have!” laughed Harrey.

“How can you say that so jovially?” Madnes reprimanded loudly over the rush of wind, clinging to both Pelur’s claws and Alice for dear life.
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Chapter 27:
The Next Plan

[image: image]


PELUR MADE A MAD FLIGHT towards the western coast—rolling upside down numerous times to evade attacks from the other two dragons, and making Madnes feel like he was trapped on a horror rollercoaster.

Soon, the red sand of the archipelago and the White Duchess’s land appeared, and Pelur lowered—dropping the vehicle and passengers to the ground so that he could turn in the air and roar fire at the gold dragon, lashing his tail into the white dragon at the same time and making her fall into the sea.

Pelur and the gold dragon circled each other, lashing out with fire and claws.

Madnes didn’t wait to watch but hopped into the back of the jeep with Alice, next to the crystal. “Drive, hurry!” he urged Harrey.

“Already on it!” Harrey revved the engine, and the jeep took off bumpily across the red pebbled landscape towards the palace.

Alice pressed her hand to the crystal that Harrey’s group had brought with them, and it fractured under her power. Being in the back, no one else saw her do it but Madnes—and they were all distracted by the battling dragons in the sky and the fear a sudden fire blast might burn them to a crisp.

The jeep approached and sped through the gate to the giant shell palace and squealed to a stop. The courtyard inside was packed full of crowv, having been evacuated from villages with the help of Oz and Pelur. Madnes glanced around but couldn’t spot Oz among them.

The fish guards sounded an alarm, and a strange bubble of gel-like substance rose around the palace property—enclosing it and them like a massive see-through shield.

“Wooh, we made it inside just in time!” commented Harrey.

A roar came from the seawater not far from the palace, and a long, finned sea dragon surfaced. It roared a geyser of water into the gold dragon, almost knocking the knight out of the air. Between the fire of Pelur and the water of the sea dragon, both the gold and the weakened white dragons retreated, heading east.

“Madnes! Thank goodness you’re all right.” Cheshire came trotting down a seashell hall to meet them.

“So are we, thanks for asking.” Harrey waved.

Cheshire patted Madnes’s hand and looked the group over. “All in one piece, I see. That’s good. Did you find the crystals?” His brow furrowed in worry.

“Found and broke,” answered Alice, giving a victory sign with her hand.

“And we got ours in the royal antechamber,” said Cosmic, arriving on scene, pointing backwards with a thumb. He slapped Madnes’s shoulder. “Your plan that we split up paid off. There’re just three spell crystals left to go!”

Cheshire tugged on Madnes’s sleeve. “Come, use your power to break the crystal.”

Madnes rubbed his lip nervously. He’d forgotten that none of them knew it was Alice, and not himself, who had broken the first crystal. How was he going to pull this off?

The group soon filed into the royal antechamber, where the crystal stood propped against the smooth-shell wall and the duchess herself lounged in a clam chair.

“You are here, and successful,” she spoke in greeting. Her webbed fingers motioned to the crystal. “But you must be tired. Come, sit at table for a decent meal.”

They all took seats at a table in the adjacent small room. Madnes didn’t realize how famished he was until just then. Soft-boiled eggs, fresh bread and seaweed salad arrived, brought in by fish-like servants.

Each group shared a little about their adventures in between bites, regaining their strength. And then Knight Pelur arrived, panting and stumbling. As soon as he spotted the seaweed salad, he lifted the entire bowl and began downing the contents into his mouth.

“Whoa, slow down there before ya choke t’ death,” commented Cosmic.

Pelur munched. “I could eat five whole trees right now,” he moaned, looking about as if he might find some inside the shell palace.

Behind him marched in a woman dressed in green armor, her hair like a mane of sea grass. “Duchess, we chased off the king’s knights for now. But I expect they will soon return.”

“Yes, sure I am that they will.” The duchess fingered the shell of an egg as she chewed. “This is our Madness Solver,” she introduced him with a palm wave. “This woman is of sea dragon clan, and my long ally, Eas.”

Eas bowed. Madnes dipped his head.

“We should hurry, now that the Red King’s knights know where we are,” said Madnes. The group around the table looked weary but nodded their agreement.

“My clan serves the White Duchess,” said the sea dragon woman. “We will guard this palace well, and all who take refuge in it.”

“Many thanks for that,” he said with gratitude. Eas gave a nod and headed back outside, her glossy green armor clinking.

Madnes turned to the group. “Our next destinations will be trickier. I think we should only split up into two groups this time, then meet again for the final crystal. Especially since the last one is...well, in a place I don’t like the name of.”

He went over to observe a map framed on the wall. The south-western corner was a blur of darkness—a place labeled simply as The Shadow Realm.

“Whatever you think is best, lad,” said Cosmic, wiping a napkin across his chin.

“Then you must go to Cave of Memories, which is in Forest of Haunted, Madness Solver, while others go to Shifting Island,” spoke the duchess. She rose from her chair, elegantly folding her webbed arms, her silky white dress seeming to move as if underwater around her.

Ash and Drisel gave a start. “Forest of the Haunted? Where Nico is...” Ash murmured.

“You don’t have to go there,” Madnes assured them. “I’ll go, and see how Nico’s doing while I’m there.”

That is, if the boy could still speak at all, and hadn’t become like one of the Haunted yet, he thought but did not say aloud. There was no telling what the forest had done to him by now.

“I’ll go with you.” Alice came and took his hand in hers.

Harrey’s eyebrows lifted and his features squinted, noting the intimate gesture.

“As will I,” said Cheshire.

Cosmic stretched his back muscles. “Well, you might need some hunter skills out in those woods, so—”

“Ah-ah,” interrupted the duchess, one webbed hand raised. “Those skills be more needed on Shifting Island, if you have any hope of catching Snark.”

“Snark?” The group’s focus all shifted to her.

“Crystal keep moving about on island, which means something carries it. Island is home of Snark, so I am thinking it has crystal and carries it like its treasure,” she furthered.

“Darn. I’ve heard of the Snark; it’s said to be the fastest creature alive.” Cosmic scratched under his hat. “Sorry, Madnes. Looks like the lady’s right. Only a skilled hunter has any chance of catchin’ that critter—and so far, none have yet.”

Madnes squeezed Alice’s hand. “We’ll be fine without you, Uncle. Don’t worry.”

Cosmic nodded, glancing down at their clasped hands.

“Cave of Memories is in forest, but is different—not affected same way,” said the duchess. “In cave you will be safe from forest’s curse.”

“Oh, that’s good to know,” Madnes said, though he couldn’t let himself relax, wondering what would await him in that terrible forest. “Now that we’re finished refueling our energy, we should head off,” he said with some reluctance.

“First, you need to break that.” Cheshire indicated the crystal.

Madnes hesitated, went over to it. He made a show of focusing, then turned his head around. “I can’t focus with you lot watching me. Can’t you leave?”

Cheshire huffed. “Really? That’s a bit childish.”

Madnes made a face.

Cosmic picked up the cat to carry him out. “I say! Unhand me this instant, you ruffian!” Cheshire yowled.

They would have all left the room then, if Harrey hadn’t stopped and blurted out: “But I saw Alice break our crystal, back there. Why don’t you just let her do it?”

The room fell silent.

Stares shifted between Alice and Madnes.

Oh no, Harrey must have seen what Alice did through one of the jeep’s mirrors!

“What? Is this true?” Cheshire exclaimed, wide-eyed, and wriggled himself free of Cosmic’s arm.

Madnes slapped his forehead. “Thanks for that, Harrey. Thanks a lot.”

“You’re welcome!” Harrey smiled obliviously.

Alice glanced about the room nervously and inched closer to his side.

“But how can this be? Alice is a mere human. It shouldn’t be possible,” continued Cheshire.

“We have bigger things to worry about right now, Cheshire,” said Madnes. “I’m just glad the crystals can be broken. Aren’t you? It doesn’t matter how.”

“But—”

“We’re not talking about this anymore,” Madnes said in a tone that demanded an end to the conversation.

Cheshire crossed his furry arms, cat eyes narrowed. “I trust you have a reason for keeping this quiet—and you had better tell me what it is, after all this is done.” He wagged a finger at him and stormed out of the room.

Madnes motioned with his hands, shooing everybody out. The duchess didn’t budge, of course, it being her palace and all.

Alice fidgeted, and once most everyone was gone, she laid her hand on the crystal, letting her power tear a break through the glassy material.

The duchess observed in silence, sipping a greenish tea knowingly yet without showing any expression.

Finished, Madnes accompanied Alice out into the shell hall, and it was then that Oz came around a corner and spotted them, the ends of his frock coat rustling. “Finally back, are you? It will be a wonder if there’s any Oswick left after how long you took.” He sniffed.

“Three more to go.” Madnes ignored the remark and held up three fingers. “Are you coming with us or not?”

Oz regarded him. “No crowv woman was found inside the crystals you have?” He shook his head. “Fine. I’d best come along and make sure you don’t break her when you do find her.”

Madnes rolled his eyes.

Outside in the courtyard, Pelur joined Madnes, Alice, Cheshire and Oz, forming their new group. “I will fly you to the Forest of the Haunted,” he stated. “Your other friends are taking an airship out to the Shifting Island.”

“Very well, then. But Pelur, I have to ask, are you okay with fighting against others of your own kind? You are a dragon knight, after all...” Madnes wondered.

“I never liked the Red King much. That’s why he put me in a remote place, guarding a remote portal. I would rather help save your world, Sir Madnes.”

Madnes bowed his head, touched by his willingness to help them at his own expense. “I appreciate that, Pelur. I’m glad to have your support.”

***
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INSPECTOR COOLETTE stood on the corner of the town square. Ever since the coastal park and everything within it had vanished and been replaced by otherworldly flora and fauna, the same thing had been happening to other areas across town.

Panic rose and people started to flee the island—even more so when several clusters of houses vanished next.

He let them flee and stopped trying to subdue the panic; it was useless, anyway. All he could do was observe and wait, feeling helpless to do anything but gather people into temporary shelters.

Mr. Hatter had returned from his latest trip, and he was determined to stay with his wife in their hat shop, even though it could disappear at any moment.

That Hatter boy and his strange friends were nowhere to be seen, though. What could they possibly be up to at a time like this? They should be here with their families, who were worried sick about them!

Another building had vanished just today. Coolette wiped his weary forehead. It was only a matter of time before the entire town would be gone.
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Chapter 28:
The Forest Again
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PELUR’S DRAGON FORM lowered to the large spread that was the Forest of the Haunted on Wonderland’s side. Mist curled along the tops of the trees like a living thing. A rope holding Madnes, Alice, Cheshire and Oz lowered from Pelur’s claws—descending them into the thickest part of the forest.

Madnes’s boots touched ground. He hopped out of the way and readied to help Alice as she slid down.

The still, green atmosphere around them echoed with the forlorn song of a bird, and small shafts of sunlight cut down to the forest floor.

Something about it felt different from the last time he was here. But he wouldn’t let the tranquility fool him; he knew what this place turned into at night.

Soon, human Knight Pelur landed on the ground among them, and the whole group was present.

“Keep an eye out for any movement. Everything here is dangerous,” Madnes advised Alice and Oz.

Alice tilted her ear to the mysterious birdsong. “Shame. It’s quite a beautiful place.”

He held her hand in his and led the way through the undergrowth to a nearby path, which looked like nothing more than a trail of dirt littered with leaves.

The duchess had said that the Cave of Memories and the crystal were at the heart of the forest. But would the forest itself allow them to get there?

Pelur’s head whipped to the side. “Something is moving,” he growled.

They halted and listened, hearing nothing but the flitter of birds. And then, there came a rustle and a blur of movement off to their left.

Cheshire hopped onto Alice’s shoulder and made himself small.

Pelur gripped his sword. Oz readied his hands into claws.

The movement drew closer, a flurry of many legs. And it wasn’t alone. More followed behind it, all moving too quickly to be seen.

Madnes moved in front of Alice. “I hate these things,” he muttered.

The creatures reached the edge of their path, and Madnes was about to charge forward with Pelur into battle, when they suddenly stopped short.

The creatures rustled and shifted their many legs in the underbrush and behind tree trunks yet wouldn’t come onto the path. They stayed put, as if waiting.

Waiting for...what?

Moss-infested roots and branches parted, making way and opening shafts of light upon a clear space. There, a figure glided through, carried on vines, his garments and hair sprouting little leaves, a cape of feathery moss flowing down his back.

The boy’s bare feet touched ground, and Madnes’s jaw fell slack.

“Nico!”

It was him—the boy he’d failed to save.

His skin, though flecked in mosses, looked warm and alive, and his expression showed that he recognized them. He even smiled. This was a far cry from what Madnes had been expecting.

“You’re...you’re not a Haunted One?” he asked the boy, shocked.

A yellow bird landed on Nico’s shoulder. Madnes watched him brush its beak fondly. “Hello, Madnes. I see you’ve brought some new friends along.” He craned his neck and spotted Oz. His smile darkened a fraction. “What have you come here for? Surely not for a get-away vacation.”

Madnes shook his head, giving a small laugh. “I’ll admit, I was afraid to see you again.”

Nico tilted his head, offering an understanding nod.

“We need to get to the Cave of Memories. There’s a spell crystal there that the Red King is using to ruin Oswick.”

The bird hopped onto Nico’s hand and he let it fly off into the canopy while he turned. “That place lies in the heart of the forest. Come, follow me.”

The group trailed after Nico as he glided above the path upon vines which reached down for his footsteps to tread. At several intervals he would pause, raise his palm, and trees off the path would part to create a new path for them.

Madnes became quickly lost in the forest maze. He made introductions as they walked, and gave Nico a more detailed update on the world beyond the forest, and about Ash and Drisel. “Still, I can’t believe you’re so...alive. What happened? And why aren’t those million-legged creatures attacking us?”

Nico glanced his way with a secretive smile. “They do not attack because I won’t let them. You could say that I’m alive, but in a different sort of way. My life is tied to the forest, now. I didn’t become a Haunted One because she saved me.

“You see, the dryad who built this forest has been lonely for a very long time. For hundreds of years she’s been sad and felt isolated. And when Syn started to contaminate the trees, her sorrow and anger manifested into a curse—cursing all who enter and are lost in this forest to become Haunted Ones, forever dooming them to remain and keep her company.

“When she came to me, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her and want to make things better. I spent all my waking hours with her, sharing stories of the outside world, and in return gaining her knowledge of nature. We became friends, and her warm feelings kept me from being cursed in the same way as the Haunted Ones. But don’t misunderstand—I can never leave this forest. My life is tied to it, just as hers is.”

Madnes glanced about at the mix of sunbeams and shadows, and the present mist lurking above them waiting for nightfall. “It feels...I don’t know, somehow brighter, more peaceful than I remember,” he voiced.

“Yes, the forest is more content. It listens to my will, my desire, and feels when I’m in a good mood.”

Cheshire hopped onto Madnes’s shoulder. “That is an extraordinary feat! It seems you’ve done a lot of good for this place, young boy.”

Nico glanced up at him. “You know, just a month ago, seeing a talking cat would have scared the heck out of me.”

Cheshire chuckled. “Then it’s a good thing we did not meet until now.”

Their path sloped upwards before leveling out in an area where stone pillars and platforms rose, ancient and crumbling. Nico led them around the ruins. “This is the heart of the forest,” he announced. And it wasn’t long before they reached a gaping hole in the ground ringed with pavestones and carved symbols; a set of mildewed stairs led deep into the darkness.

Nico’s hand gestured gracefully to the opening. “The Cave of Memories,” he presented. “Beware. This place has a way of getting into your mind and making you relive certain...memories.”

The depths of the cave loomed before them like a set of yawning jaws.

Madnes swallowed.

Up in the trees, a frantic black bird cried out, and Nico turned his head around.

“What is it?” Alice glanced at the canopy.

Pelur stopped munching on a strange fruit he’d picked up.

Nico lifted his chin to a sudden breeze, breathing it in through his nose. “Something draws near. Enemies.”

The group shifted, and the black bird circled overhead before flapping away.

Nico narrowed his eyes and sprinted across to the edge of the stone ruins. Between the tree trunks there were moving shapes.

The dark shapes drew near, and one ahead of the rest stepped out into the clearing of the ruins. Sunlight touched his red armor and ebony hair.

A dragon night. And behind him, stepping out of the shadows, were things like trolls—lumpy creatures eight feet tall, very unlike the squat one Madnes had first seen.

“Surrender now, Madness Solver, and your punishment will be more merciful,” the knight demanded.

Nico spread his left arm out. “Go, Madnes. Leave this to me.”

A stirring of movement and many legs approached the ruins on all sides, surrounding the trolls, and vines shifted like snakes slithering towards their newfound prey.

Madnes looked from the boy to their group. He nodded to Alice and Oz. “Let’s make this as quick as we can!”

They hurried to the mouth of the cave; but Pelur, instead, drew his sword and headed opposite them to take a stand with Nico.

“Pelur?” Madnes called.

“I will be of more use to you here, Sir Madnes.” Pelur’s gaze met with the other dragon knight, a clash of invisible sparks igniting there.

Madnes relented and hurried with Alice, Cheshire and Oz into the gaping darkness.
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Chapter 29:
Cave of Memories
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THE STAIRS WERE SLICK underfoot, the air smelling of mildew and damp soil and the chill of underground.

At the end, the steps vanished into the level rock of a cave floor, and what dim light reached from the surface hole reflected off of countless flat, shiny surfaces, bouncing the dim shafts of light throughout the cave system.

Madnes paused to run his hand along a glossy wall surface, like dark crystal. The cave branched into three shafts ahead, each of them glittering and foreboding.

“I’m going right,” announced Oz, and he continued past them without further discussion.

Madnes watched, brushed his bangs back under his hat. “There’s no wasting time with him, is there? Okay. Cheshire, you stay with Alice.”

Alice pecked his cheek and gave him a coy smile. “I’ll be off to the left,” she declared and made her way down the left tunnel with a cute sway in her step.

Cheshire glanced between them both. “Clearly, a lot has happened since we’ve been apart.”

Madnes half laughed. “I’ll fill you in later. Promise.”

“You had better.” Cheshire smirked and hurried after the girl.

Madnes fanned his flushed face with a hand and headed down the center tunnel.

Further along, the air chilled, and he soon pulled the collar of his shirt closer, grateful for his jacket. The only sounds were the crunch of his footsteps and the slow drip of moisture from the high dark ceiling. Smooth surfaces, cut at sharp angles, made up the walls, some reflecting dim light like mirrors. His reflection moved in some of them as he passed.

One reflection seemed to snarl and rip at his hat, pulling chunks of his hair out.

“Focus,” he told himself with a shudder. “Ignore everything. Just find the spell crystal and get out.”

The cave tunnel narrowed, forcing him closer to the glossy walls on either side. He tried not to glance about and notice how different each reflection of himself appeared.

One reflection came into view on his left, large and unavoidable, halting him in his tracks.

In this reflection, there was no teenage Madnes, but a young kid stood in his place, with scruffy red-orange hair and a haunted look to his violet eyes.

Madnes stepped back from the reflective slab of rock, but the image followed with him, appearing inside yet another closer rock mirror.

With a yelp, he backed away to the opposite wall of the cave. He scanned left and right of him, but the image didn’t reappear.

He waited, back pressed against the wall for a moment.

“Keep going, Madnes. Just keep going,” he said to himself.

He turned to continue and came suddenly face to face with his younger self—jutting from the side of the rock wall.

“What are you?” he demanded of it, his limbs shaking, even though he already knew the answer.

The young reflection smirked and reached out a hand.

Madnes’s hand lifted, as if drawn like a magnet to touch the glossy image.

***
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OZ LOOKED BACK OVER his shoulder. A whisper of his name circulated the cave walls like a wisp of smoke, a disembodied voice.

“Oz...” it called. “You can stick with me, if you like... Let’s be friends.”

He whirled around. Yet nothing but dank air and reflective rock was there.

“We’ll always be friends...”

Oz turned slowly in a circle, his reflection in the surfaces of the wall following with him. His fist trembled at his side.

“But that was a lie,” the voice spoke suddenly in his ear.

Oz lashed out, his crowv hand claws slicing the air.

A large slab of rock stood out from the wall there, as polished as a mirror, reflecting his image back at him. The longer he watched, the younger his reflection became, until he was no more than a kid, well dressed and clutching a book to his chest.

“I’m so alone...” spoke the kid. His right hand reached out, and Oz found himself stepping nearer.

Nearer.

Touching the rock.

Darkness filled his vision and the world disintegrated around him...

...

A soft voice hummed a familiar lullaby, and the scent of cream buns filled the air. Oz opened his eyes.

There was Mother: baking in the kitchen and humming an old tune, while he sat on a stool holding a fresh bun. He stuffed it into his mouth, savoring the rich cream filling.

Today was one of the few days her health was well enough that she could do the things she loved, such as baking.

Last week, he’d been so afraid that her body would suddenly give out. The illness—whatever it was—had started just last month, and there didn’t seem to be a cure.

“Oz dear, don’t eat too many of those, or you’ll spoil your appetite,” she told him.

“Yes, Mother.” He got off the stool.

“Isn’t your cousin Madnes coming over?” she asked.

“Yes.” Oz shuffled his feet on the floor. “We were going to build a flying model ship for a school project.”

“I see. Well, that sounds like fun. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

Just then, the patter of running feet approached beyond the kitchen window.

She gave Oz a knowing smile. “Speaking of whom...” She nodded her chin.

Oz dashed to the open doorway that led out to the backyard. There came Madnes, running up the driveway with his arms full of wood and fabric materials. He called out when he saw Oz. “Oi, let’s get this thing started! We haven’t got all day.”

Oz pouted. “You’re the one who’s late!” He chased after him through their backyard and past the fence.

Madnes laughed and ran faster.

“Take care. Be back before dark,” called Mother.

“We will!”

Together, he and Madnes found the perfect spot on top of a grassy hill to build their contraption. The afternoon passed quickly while they worked: tying on fabric wings and assembling wooden propellers on the hull of the model ship, powered by the tension of twisted rubber bands.

When they finally finished, the sky had turned sunset orange around them and glazed the hill golden. Oz stepped back and admired their work.

Madnes raised his arms in a cheer, “Assembly is complete! Now, time to commence take-off!”

Madnes reached to pick up the flying ship when Oz got to it first. “I’ll do it. My hand is steadier than yours.”

“That’s not fair; I worked just as hard,” complained Madnes.

Oz huffed. “Fine. We’ll lift it together. But follow my lead, on the count of three.”

Madnes moved to hold the back end of the ship up.

“One...two...three!”

At three, they sprinted forward across the top of the hill and threw the airship.

The little flying ship wobbled in the air, gliding out over the slope of land for one long minute, heading towards the sunset and the steam coming off chimneys... Then a breeze knocked it sideways and the ship plummeted.

“Aww,” Madnes moaned, watching it fall.

Oz dashed down the hill to salvage the ship, and his cousin followed, but slower.

“So much for our design not having any flaws.” Madnes pouted.

“You whine too much, Madnes.” Oz picked up the damaged airship and broken propeller pieces. “Anyway, it’s time to head home.”

A crow cawed as they hiked their way back, and evening insects trilled loudly in the tall grasses.

His backyard came into view, connected to the field, and there stood Mother at the fence, waiting for him.

“I’ll hold onto the ship,” said Madnes.

“Fine.” Oz let him have it, and he trotted towards Mother.

“How did it go?” she asked him when he approached, opening the fence gate.

“Not the best test flight ever,” he admitted. As he reached the gate, something looked off about Mother.

His stride slowed. An eerie feeling hung in the air, making his skin prickle. He couldn’t sense Mother’s usually soothing aura. On the outside she looked the same, but...the nearer he came, the more her nose looked just a bit too pointed, her left earlobe not as rounded, the tint of her irises not quite the same shade of blue.

His footsteps faltered.

“Oz dear? Is something wrong?” she asked.

Her chin tilted in the same way he was used to, but he couldn’t shake the odd feeling that something was wrong.

“N-no,” he stammered, and then hurried past her into the mansion’s kitchen.

That night, when she came to tuck him into bed, her dress swishing about her legs, it felt like a stranger had put on her face and behavior, and Oz didn’t know what to do but pretend as if everything was normal.

“Mother, are you feeling better?”

“Yes, dear. Today was a good day.” She flashed him a small smile.

Oz shuddered when she left the room.

That wasn’t Mother. That couldn’t be Mother. The subtle differences stood out to him far too much.

Later that night, he got out of bed and crept down the hallway.

He would tell Father. Surely, they could figure out what had happened and where real Mother was.

The light in Father’s study was on, and Oz tiptoed to the half open door.

Peeking inside, he spied Father in his big chair reading a book. He was about to step inside, when suddenly Father looked up and spoke: “Are you operating well?” he asked.

A shadow moved into the fireplace light: Mother—fake Mother.

“Yes. I will fall terribly ill soon, and we will have to leave Oswick. As planned,” she spoke, with a robotic edge.

Oz jolted backwards from the door.

What was happening? What plan? Did Father know Mother was a fake? His child mind panicked, trying to understand.

What should he do? Where was Mother?!

His elbow hit the wall with a thump, and Father’s head turned. “What was that?”

Oz clamped his hands over his mouth to keep from screaming, and he hurried away, diving through the nearest open door in the hallway and into a parlor room.

He hid under a tablecloth and waited until the creak of footsteps passed beyond the door.
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Chapter 30:
Where Things Went Wrong
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NEXT MORNING, OZ COULDN’T stop his hands from shaking as he went out to the sidewalk to wait for Madnes and walk to school together. Fake Mother’s smile haunted his vision, and Father’s strange words filled him with dread.

“Oi!” Madnes arrived up the sloping sidewalk, waving a hand.

Oz couldn’t force himself to smile, let alone wave back.

When Madnes reached him, he frowned. “What’s got into you? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I...”

Could he tell him? Should he tell him?

“I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you.”

Madnes gave a pout, arms akimbo. “Not believe you? How could you say that! We’re best friends. Of course, I’ll believe you!” He threw an arm around Oz’s shoulders. “I’ve got your back. Whatever it is, I’ll help you.”

Madnes’s bright grin gave Oz some hope. Maybe he could help him. There was no one else he could turn to, anyway. And they were best friends—that’s what best friends did.

“It’s my mother,” said Oz finally. “She’s...not herself.”

“Well, she’s been ill. What do you expect?” said Madnes.

“No, I don’t mean like that. She’s different. Like...not the same person anymore. She changed into someone else—she is someone else.”

He looked at Madnes and could tell his friend still wasn’t getting it.

“She’s not my mother. She’s a fake! Mother is gone, swapped out with this fake, and I don’t know where she is.” Tears started to choke up his throat.

Madnes patted his back. “You’re talking silly, Oz. Your mom’s just going through a faze. She’ll be back to normal once she’s healthy again.”

Oz shoved him away. “You don’t understand! It isn’t her!” His cheeks were wet as he dashed ahead, down the sidewalk, leaving Madnes behind.

The school day passed slowly, and Oz kept his distance from everybody, his glum mood tainting his features even though he tried to keep an emotionless face. He avoided Madnes, but the boy caught up to him at the end of the day, up the street heading home—though home was the last place Oz wanted to go.

“Oz, wait up! I wasn’t trying to make you upset,” said Madnes.

Oz whirled around on him. “You said you’d believe me! That that’s what best friends do for each other! But you don’t.”

Madnes’s mouth opened, closed, and opened again. “Because you’ve gone and lost your marbles, Oz. People don’t just get replaced by fakes. There’s no logic to it—none whatsoever! What, do you really think she’s a robot? Because I’m fairly sure we don’t have the technology to pull off a perfect-looking human robot in Oswick.”

Oz ground his teeth. “I know my own mother, and I’m telling you that whatever that thing is, it isn’t my mother. Why can’t you just believe me?”

“You’ve gone bonkers, Oz.”

They stared at each other, Oz’s lips tight and his vision watery with anger.

“Her eyes aren’t the same color...her hands don’t feel the same...her ear is different...” Oz said in a low tone.

Madnes shook his head. “She looked the same to me, just this morning.”

“Let me prove it, then. Give me one day, and I’ll prove it! Then, will you help me?”

Silence passed between them.

“I don’t know, Oz. This whole thing is creeping me out.” Madnes chewed at his thumbnail.

Oz’s small glimmer of hope faded, and he shoved past Madnes, trotting into a run up the street.

Madnes called out, but he ignored him.

***
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MADNES SPENT ALL THAT night worrying. The look of hurt on Oz’s face when he realized Madnes couldn’t believe him replayed again and again in his mind.

He didn’t mean for Oz to feel hurt. But the things he was saying...they couldn’t be true. It sounded like something from a science fiction novel.

Madnes sighed, gaze fixed on the ceiling above his bed.

That wasn’t the point though, was it? Oz was his best friend, and if he was in distress, then he should do something to help put his friend’s fears at ease.

Madnes gathered his resolve, and the next morning, without even waiting to eat breakfast, he hurried across the web of streets to Oz’s mansion home.

He trotted up the gravel path, past a flowering courtyard, and up the steps to the grand front door.

“Oz?” He rang the doorbell, then knocked. “Oz, it’s me! I need to talk to you. I thought things over, and...I want to help!”

He waited and waited, but no one came to the door. In fact, there were no sounds of movement coming from anywhere, indoors or outside.

He pressed his ear to the door. He glanced all about the courtyard. Their steam car was gone, and no smells of cooking wafted in the air from the kitchen. Even the chimney wasn’t steaming from power usage.

The mansion was empty, as if suddenly abandoned.

Madnes swallowed and stepped back. Maybe they’d gone on a sudden vacation? Or maybe Oz’s mom had needed to cross over to the mainland’s hospital?

It bothered him that he didn’t know. But there was nothing else to do but head to school and hope things would be okay, hope that Oz would come back and everything would return to normal.

That never happened, though.

Days passed into weeks, and weeks into months and beyond. Oz never wrote, and he never moved back.

There was gossip that the wealthy family had had to up and move because of the mother’s health, and that they were living in a new place somewhere abroad to tend her health and try new treatments.

Madnes was left to wonder why Oz didn’t write, or at least leave a note or mailing address somewhere for him. Did he really hate him that much? Had he found new friends, better friends who were as rich as he was?

“We’re still cousins. He could at least care about that,” Madnes muttered to himself.

But he gazed up at the clouds blotting out the sun and felt a painful sadness. “I’m sorry, Oz...”

***
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BACK IN THEIR PALACE home in Wonderland, Oz was afraid, like a mouse caught in a trap, forced to pretend that fake Mother was real while the woman—or whatever it was—staged being ill.

When the woman’s illness reached its peak and she supposedly died, Oz shed no tears but stood stoically by while the citizens of Wonderland mourned.

His last day with his real mother haunted him. And a darkness crept into his soul, so subtle and gradual that he remained unaware and became used to the anger and bitterness it grew inside his heart.

He was alone. He had nothing and no one. And without realizing it, he leaned on those dark feelings, letting them fill the void and twist his thoughts.

Mother. Where was she? What had happened?

No clues were left behind...and everyone was to blame.

He would find her himself, despite them all. Yes, he would make everyone who had hurt him pay for this...!

...

The surrounding rock of the cave came back into Oz’s focus, plunging him back into current reality.

He staggered, falling to one knee and panting.

He had just relived a piece of the past, the moment when his world had turned dark.

After he’d been forced to leave Oswick with his father for several years, there had been one week when they’d returned to the island for a brief visit. They met up with Father’s half-sister—Madnes’s mom—and her husband over some business discussion. But when Oz finally saw Madnes after so long a time, he kept himself cold as ice and barely said a word to him.

Madnes tried awkwardly to start a conversation, but Oz didn’t let it get far.

Thinking about it now, Oz wished he’d been more open and honest with Madnes in that moment. Yes, he’d hurt him deeply, but if that memory was true that Madnes had changed his mind and ran back to Oz’s house to come help him...then that meant he really was still his best friend and had cared.

All the anger and resentment Oz had held stored inside him for years began to wash away with the newfound knowledge, a black ribbon of fog trailing away from his chest to dissipate in the air.

His shoulders and head felt suddenly lighter. A heavy weight had vanished.

He pushed to his feet. Maybe he’d been wrong about Madnes, all this time. And Oz had never given him a fair chance to make things right.

Why had he been so hard on him? He really was a spoiled rich brat that had cared for no one but himself...

Oz continued down the cave tunnel, the many reflections of himself in the glossy rock seeming to laugh at him cruelly.

There, up ahead, sparkled something tall and white—a stark contrast to the dark walls and gloom.

Oz picked up his pace, hurrying towards the large white crystal.
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Chapter 31:
Revelations
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MADNES GAVE A START, having seen the memories of young him and Oz in his mind.

Guilt wrapped him like a blanket, the old feelings of long ago washing through him anew like a dark tide.

When the last memory faded, the world reshaped itself into a place in Wonderland—not back at the cave, as he’d expected, but a place not far from the Red Palace.

Madnes wiped his damp eyes and watched with curiosity the new scene now playing before him:

The portal stood there—the one framed by metallic trees. The blue of its surface was swirling and raging, much like how it was right now. He wondered for a moment if he was seeing the present day, but then a young woman appeared: one who looked vaguely familiar and wore a top hat not unlike his own.

She splayed her hand against the portal frame, feeling its pulsing energy. “The portal’s energy is out of balance and overflowing,” she said to herself. “Why is this happening? If I don’t find the cause soon...”

This was the previous Madness Solver, he realized: Auntie Rose.

Madnes watched open-mouthed, and while he did, the scene soon shifted to a landscape of shadows and darkness. Auntie Rose was there, standing before a massive crystal that glinted with its own inner light—it looked vaguely like there was a person trapped inside.

“I won’t let you do this, Red King!” shouted Rose. “The Earth is not yours to take. It may have been your home once, long ago, but you chose to leave, and ever since then you have brought corruption into Wonderland.”

Wait, what was she talking about?

Madnes worked to understand her words. Was the Red King originally a human from Earth? And what was the corruption he’d brought here with him?

Auntie Rose planted herself before the crystal. “Power of the Madness Solver, give me strength!” She thrust her palms forward.

A dark mist seeped out of the crystal, writhing through the air in a ribbon towards her hands. Rose’s face twisted in pain, but she continued to draw out the dark spell from the crystal.

Her skin grayed to ash before a crack finally veined up the crystal’s surface. The person trapped inside moved a fraction.

The inner light of the crystal then faded, and Rose gripped her head in agony.

She slumped to the ground with a cry, and there lay still.

The Red King appeared, his red robe billowing like a reaper of death. A deep frown split his clouded features. “Idiotic Madness Solver. You’ve ruined years’ worth of my work! Now, I have to start the Terraforming spell over from scratch!”

The next scene showed Auntie Rose’s body left at a portal to be found by Cheshire, with no trace of evidence as to what had happened to her.

Madnes watched the image of Cheshire crying before Rose’s still form. The scene wavered and faded, until the black stones of the cave became visible to him once more.

Madnes shook his head, bracing his hands against the rock.

Auntie Rose. She died trying to put a stop to the same spell he was trying to stop.

His knees shook beneath him as he straightened.

She died, and yet the spell had merely been delayed. Madnes had to do more than that—he had to make sure it could never happen again.

“Focus. Find the crystal first,” he told himself. “One problem at a time.”

He hurried down the tunnel.

***
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“THE ROCKS ARE REFLECTING strange things,” said Alice, noting the many different images of herself in their mirror-like surfaces.

“Yes. Best not to get too close,” warned Cheshire.

The farther they walked, the longer the tunnel seemed to be, and Alice finally had to pause for a rest. She ran her hand absently along the glossy rock of the wall—it felt nice, smooth as glass under her fingertips.

“I don’t think you should touch—” Cheshire began.

She barely heard him, as a young reflection of herself seemed to reach out of the wall and grab her finger.

The cave shifted and whirled around her at the touch, and she pulled her hands to her head, ready to scream.

The world slowed and took on a new shape—the shape of a forest and pond.

Alice swayed unsteadily. She knew this place.

A woman stood there at the edge of the water, waiting for something. Her hair and skin were like sunlight. In fact, she was a nymph of light.

Water bubbled as something rose from the depths of the pond, and with a great splash, a large lily pad emerged. It rose to the woman, dripping water droplets like diamonds, and held something wrapped in its glossy leaves—something alive that cried out.

The woman unwrapped the lily leaves and lifted a baby girl made of light into her arms. “This is a miracle!” she exclaimed. “A light nymph has been born after so many years.”

Two other nymphs appeared and crowded around the baby to see. “We must keep her secret and safe,” said one.

The others agreed.

The scene then shifted to a young Alice being led by the hand at a fast pace through the forest, the darkness of night around her. There was a sense of urgency as the woman nymph brought Alice to a hidden meadow where stood a portal to another world: to Earth. Already waiting there for them was a shorter woman, who had funny tanuki ears and a tail.

“Alice, you must go with her,” the nymph said. “I can no longer keep you safe.”

“But I don’t want to leave!” Alice pleaded.

“You must.” The nymph took her face in her hands. “You are the last child of our kind in Wonderland—you are our future. You must survive, even if it is to be in another world.”

She kissed Alice’s forehead, and pushed her towards the tanuki who offered a comforting smile.

“Don’t worry, little one. You’ll blend right in on Earth! Come.”

Alice didn’t have much choice as the nymph let go of her hand and the tanuki woman took it instead, leading her into the portal...

Alice didn’t need to watch the memory to remember the feeling of stepping into a foreign world, the culture shock of finding everything she knew replaced by unknown words and strange customs. Oswick lacked the vibrant colors of Wonderland and the dense forests, and the humans there weren’t the friendliest sort either.

She had to pretend not to see immigrant Wonderlanders when they shuffled past her in disguise. She had to become human and live like one of them, all the while knowing that she didn’t really belong.

Meeting Madnes and Harrey almost tricked her into thinking she could belong, though. They accepted her openly into their group and didn’t mind how different or odd she seemed.

Alice smiled, remembering those times. But those days of ignorance were over, now. It was bound to happen at some point, anyway; the older she became, the more her form would change, until at last it would become obvious to everyone what she truly was.

What would Madnes think? How would they be together? When he discovered what she really was...

The thoughts tormented her, and the world shifted out of focus and became the cave once more.

“Alice. Alice? We need to hurry.” Cheshire shoved at her arm with his paws, until she lifted her head and blinked about.

She got up. “I know, I was just taking a break. Don’t be so demanding,” she told the cat, wiping her eyes and moving forward.

Cheshire kept pace with her, a paw on his hat. “I was merely concerned...” he mumbled. “So, I couldn’t help but notice you and Madnes seem to be on friendlier terms. Is there something I should know about?”

Alice didn’t answer.

“To hear that you were the one who broke the spell crystals was quite a shock. There’s something special about you, isn’t there? Care to share about it?” Cheshire tried again.

“No.”
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Chapter 32:
The Secret’s Out
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OZ LIFTED THE HUGE spell crystal. He turned around and started to head back the way he’d come when suddenly shouts echoed behind him.

He turned back to see Madnes, and behind him Alice and Cheshire, all hurrying towards him.

“How did you come from that direction?” Oz started, puzzled.

Madnes caught up, panting and resting his hands against his knees. “Don’t know. My tunnel somehow looped around into yours.”

“Same here,” said Cheshire. “Oh, excellent! You found the crystal! Quickly now, set it down so Alice can work her magic.”

Oz let the crystal thud to the ground, and Alice laid her hands on its surface, concentrating.

The following crack echoed through the cave system.

They each stared at the fractured pieces, lost in their own thoughts for one long moment.

Cheshire looked around at the somber group. “Come on, youngsters. We don’t have all day. Knight Pelur and Nico are waiting for us.” He took the lead, leaving the crystal fragments behind.

Oz followed the cat but let his stride slow so that he fell into step beside Madnes. He wasn’t sure what to say, or how to say it. He glanced sideways—his cousin looked deep in thought.

“Madnes?” Oz finally spoke, and Madnes shifted his attention to him. “I saw... I saw the truth of that day. You came back to the mansion to help me. You didn’t abandon me.”

“Ah...” Madnes glanced away and rubbed his neck. “The Cave of Memories, heh. It showed me that same memory, too. I was a really lame friend that day.”

Oz stared at his boots, his hands pocketed. “You were a normal human who knew nothing of Wonderland. How else could you have reacted? Perhaps I should have revealed this world to you... Then, maybe you would have had an easier time believing me.”

“Who knows?” The corner of Madnes’s lips quirked up. “Does this mean we’re friends again or something?”

Oz smirked. “Or something.”

Madnes balked, his expression souring.

Oz broke out a laugh, a sound so strange coming from him that they all stared in concern. He covered his mouth with a hand and cooled his features. “You were always fun to tease, what with all the dramatic expressions you’d make.”

Madnes grimaced but chuckled. “And you were always too complicated for me to figure out.”

Alice shushed them both. They’d reached the base of the stairs leading up into daylight, and the clash of fighting still sounded above.

“Right. Let’s move as fast as we can and get out of this forest,” said Madnes. He took the lead.

Oz transformed his hands into crow claws, and Cheshire clung to Alice’s shoulder, ready for what lay ahead.

They charged forward up to the surface and into a scene of trolls battling forest monsters and vegetation, and two dragon knights clashing swords and bleeding from wounds.

Fanged and many-legged creatures swarmed over the trolls. The trolls struck out with maces, swinging left and right, but there was no end to the creatures. Roaring and growling, the trolls started to fall back.

“What are you doing? There’s the Madness Solver—get him!” hollered the enemy knight. He blocked a blow to the ribs from Pelur’s sword. Both their armor looked heavily dented.

Twilight was descending overhead like an ominous shroud. The trolls made an effort to push forward, but Oz charged in, and a group of bark-like Haunted Ones rose to follow behind him. Shouts and screams sounded as the trolls retreated and the Haunted pursued them into the green undergrowth.

The dragon knight cursed. He took several steps back, panting.

Pelur’s left arm was bleeding from under the plates of armor, but he showed no sign of weakness, facing the enemy.

A sudden light flared across the clearing.

Oz whirled around to look, along with Madnes and everyone else.

Alice’s skin was glowing like sunlight, and she looked down at her hands and arms, alarm in her face.

“Alice?” Madnes called.

She tried to cover her arms and legs, rubbing them, but the light wouldn’t go out. Instead, it shined like an uncontainable beacon.

The enemy knight gaped, blinking against the brightness. “A nymph of light... She’s a nymph!”

Pelur thrust his sword.

The knight sidestepped, avoiding the blow, but the blade grazed a cut through his weakened armor. He back flipped through the air, landing out of Pelur’s reach, and vaulted himself into the sky in one leap. His form grew and lengthened into a dragon above the clearing and its ancient ruins. Large wings flapped, whipping the trees like a whirlwind, as the knight rose high and departed—no doubt heading back to inform the Red King of the news.

Alice fell to her knees, hugging herself.

Madnes hurried over and draped his jacket around her.

“I can’t control it. I don’t know why...” she murmured.

Madnes closed his eyes, and seemed to be listening to something for several seconds, then opened them again. “The Madness Solver power is telling me you need to calm down, that this is a natural part of growing as a nymph. The light is your spirit form, and you will learn to alternate between your physical and spirit forms as you grow older.”

Alice gave a shudder. “Did your power know I was a nymph all this time?” she tried to ask.

“Here, focus on your breathing,” Madnes guided, holding her hand.

Cheshire paced back and forth, shock written all over his furry features and stiff legs, repeating the word nymph.

Oz stopped watching them all and made his way over to the broken half of a standing pillar. There, Nico sat perched atop it and regarded him as he approached.

“I hear you’re the prince of this Wonderland world,” he spoke. His eyes glowed a strange green in the fading light.

Oz didn’t shy away but nodded.

“When you told me I would find a new home, is this what you meant?” Nico didn’t have to elaborate for Oz to understand.

“I used you, manipulated you for my own gain,” Oz admitted, and clenched his hands. “It was wrong of me.”

Nico shifted a little to face him. “You took my life away from me.”

Oz’s gaze drifted down.

“But good things have come from it, and I do have a home of my own here. Though, it’s no thanks to you. Tell me, Oz. What is it that you are trying to achieve, that made you willing even to sacrifice others?”

Oz’s gaze lifted. “To find my mother, the queen, and learn what the Red King has done to her.”

Nico regarded him. “There is no excuse for sacrificing a life. But at least your goal wasn’t for power or something else ridiculous. I do hope you find her.”

Oz bowed his head. “I owe you a great debt. Call on me whenever you want it paid. I promise not to sacrifice others for my own gain anymore.”
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Chapter 33:
To Shifting Island
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ASH WATCHED FOR A WHILE as dragon Pelur soared away eastward toward Wonderland’s mainland, bearing Madnes’s group.

Cosmic called out to him, and he hurried to follow the bounty hunter onto the boarding plank of their waiting airship. The ship had propellers and twin balloons, which kept the craft hovering just above the seawater.

“All aboooard!” called the airship’s helmsman, and Harrey and Drisel sprinted onto the deck after them.

The helmsman was more egg than man, with a body shaped like a perfect egg and wearing a rough jacket and a pair of aviation goggles. “Call me Humpty,” he said with a dipping bow on stick-like legs. “I will be your pilot for this daring voyage. There are snacks and beverages below deck. I ask that you be sensible while onboard—no shoving or horseplay or standing on the rails. I take no responsibility if you fall to your death.”

Harrey laughed, but Ash peered over the rail while the ship began to rise and swallowed. “Why do I keep ending up on strange flying contraptions?” he groaned.

Drisel bounced about on her heels. “Quit whining. This is cool! We’re flying on a real Wonderland airship!”

“Ugh.”

Humpty turned the spoked wheel, pointing the nose of the ship in a westward direction, and activated the vertical spinning propellers.

The airship lurched forward like a horse into a gallop. With a cry, Ash held onto the rail.

“You’ll soon get used to the motion,” Humpty assured. “Try walking around and grab a snack.”

Drisel planted one foot before the other, waving arms for balance, and headed to the stairs.

Food was the last thing Ash could think about. He clung to the rail and watched the sea pass beneath them, wind whipping salt past his cheeks.

“Here.” Cosmic appeared, handing him a bottled drink. “It’s supposed to help with sea sickness.”

Ash analyzed the contents untrustingly at first, then took a tentative sip. It tasted fizzy and tart, almost like soda.

Drisel came back up the stairs with an armful of treats, and sat on the deck eating, admiring the sunshine and passing clouds.

“Say, Humpty, have you ever fallen off?” asked Harrey, making conversation.

The egg man held the ship wheel steady against a sudden wind gust. “No, and I do not intend to, either—unlike my poor dad, and his dad before him, and my mother, and her parents before her. And also my great-grandparents, and great-great-grandparents.”

Harrey blinked. “Uh...so, basically you egg people fall an awful lot? Who puts you back together again?”

“Well, it isn’t the king’s men, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Humpty grimaced, the frown taking up almost all of his eggshell head—or whatever part of an egg you could call a head.

By the time Ash finished the tart soda and managed to stand up, wobbly, an island had appeared on the horizon. “Is that it?” He pointed.

“Land ho, there be the Shifting Island!” hollered Humpty, forcing Ash to cover his ears.

The propellers clanked and squealed as they were shifted to different speeds, and they began a slow descent towards the orange hued island.

Orange? The sandy ground was a burnt orange color around the edges, disappearing into a swath of jungle that covered the whole island.

The airship lowered close to the beach yet without touching down, and Humpty tossed a rope ladder over the side. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have arrived at Shifting Island. Please be sure not to leave any luggage or personal items behind as you depart, unless it happens to be money, which is quite acceptable.”

Ash looked down at the descending rope ladder and almost got sick.

Cosmic grabbed onto the vertical ladder, hoisting himself with ease down the steep side of the ship. “C’mon lads, what are you waitin’ for?”

He made it look so easy, climbing down and jumping to land on the sand.

Harrey went next, and Drisel followed him closely so he could catch her if she slipped.

Ash swallowed and made himself grip the rope and put one foot on the first ladder rung. It shifted unnervingly under his weight.

“One step at a time, lad!” shouted Cosmic. “I’ll catch you if ya fall; don’t worry!”

“I don’t want to fall in the first place,” he muttered, moving down the ladder slowly, gripping the unstable rope sides.

When the ladder suddenly ended and there was still a drop to go, he froze, getting lightheaded.

“Stop dawdling, Ash!” said Drisel. “Just drop. Or else we’ll leave without you!”

Ash gritted his teeth. He twisted around and leaped down, landing in Cosmic’s waiting arms.

Drisel giggled, and Ash’s face went red while Cosmic set him down. He couldn’t wait to grow up and be tall and stop feeling humiliated all the time.

Their group marched up the beach, orange sand getting in Ash’s shoes as they went.

“I wonder why they call it Shifting Island?” mused Harrey.

His timing couldn’t have been more perfect. Just then, the ground rumbled beneath them—a woosh of shifting sand and soil as the island quaked.

“Did you really have to ask?” rebuked Ash.

“What, this isn’t my fault.”

“Quick, get onto a boulder,” shouted Cosmic. He held out his hands, hoisting them up onto the nearest large rock.

The sand rose and fell around them, and the ground beneath the boulder lifted, carrying them high as they clung to one another not to fall off. Palm trees swayed, some sinking into a sudden crevice made by the shift.

When the island stopped moving, they were on a newly formed hill.

“Wow,” gawked Harrey. “I’d love to take a peek at this island’s inner workings! How can it shift like that?”

Cosmic hopped off the boulder and slid down the sand hill as if he were on a sandboard. “Better keep movin’! We don’t know when it’ll shift next.”

Ash hurried after him. Cosmic Hunter was the coolest man he had ever met. His duster coat, wide-brim hat, belts of knives—everything about him was cool. And he seemed so knowledgeable, too, from all his bounty hunter travels.

Drisel and Harrey hurried to keep up, and the group soon plunged into a jungle of palms trees and bizarre flora. Ash skirted around one plant in particular that had sharp spines for leaves. He kept his path in Cosmic’s footprints across the sandy ground, stepping only where he had stepped.

Screeeee!

A piercing cry cut through the jungle, rising in volume before fading away.

Cosmic halted, head tipped to the canopy, listening. Ash tried to listen, too.

“What was that?” Drisel stared about wide-eyed.

“A monster pig with a toothache,” said Harrey.

Ash shushed them both.

Cosmic half turned, a finger gesturing to the jungle, his teeth showing through an eager grin. “That there’s the Snark.”

Harrey gave an exaggerated shudder. “How awful is this creature that it makes such a bone-chilling scream?”

“Don’t know. But best keep yer hands to yer sides, else the Snark might come rushin’ by and rip one off.”

“Eep!” Harrey clutched his hands protectively against his chest, and Drisel folded her arms in a way that hid her hands.

Ash guessed the bounty hunter was joking, but he didn’t know for sure. He decided to pocket his hands just in case.

The ground suddenly rumbled beneath his shoes again, the whole island shaking.

Birds squawked and flapped out of tilting trees.

“Take cover!” shouted Cosmic.
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Chapter 34:
Bad Shifts
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THE GROUND FELL AWAY. A deep chasm broke open beneath them as the ground parted and shifted up and down.

Ash and the others found themselves clinging to the side of a chasm wall upon narrow footholds, the wall rising above the treetops, before the island finally fell still once more.

“That was three minutes,” counted Cosmic. “We gotta deal with this happening every three minutes.”

“Seriously?” exclaimed Harrey. “Man, I wish I’d brought my flying bike...”

“Cosmic, should we wait here until the next shift comes? We’re losing seconds fast,” asked Drisel, pressing her stomach against the chasm wall.

“Yes,” answered Harrey.

“No,” said Cosmic. “It’s too unstable up here. One of you might lose yer grip n’ fall when the ground quakes again. Best we try and get as close to the ground, now, as we can.”

Harrey pouted. “We can barely move without falling right now.”

But Cosmic was already moving. “Follow my lead, kids!” He moved along the chasm wall stepping sideways like a crab, each foot and hand placed just so to grip the small ledges.

Ash mimicked him, using the same footholds, but too short to reach the handholds, instead having to find his own; Drisel did likewise.

Harrey glanced down uneasily at the steep drop just inches from their shoes, and followed. Bits of soil and pebbles came loose under their passing weight, clinking down the wall and into the chasm’s yawning depths.

They had reached down to fifteen feet from the ground when the island began its next quake.

“Oh no,” mumbled Ash.

“Hold on!” warned Cosmic.

The chasm wall they clung to moved sideways, rising and falling and rising again. Ash’s fingers lost their grip and he fell backwards, mouth wide in a soundless scream.

Cosmic’s hand caught his arm just in time.

The chasm wall lowered again. And this time, Cosmic shouted, “Jump off!”

They landed on a bump of ground in a shallower part of the chasm—a good thing, too, because their chasm wall rose suddenly towards the sky even higher than before.

Then, the island shifts came to a grinding halt.

Drisel caught her breath, bending over and bracing her hands on her knees. “How’re we supposed to catch the Snark like this?”

Ash had been wondering the same thing. It was enough work just trying to stay alive in this place. Maybe that was why the Snark could run so fast and none could catch it.

Cosmic lifted his chin to the air, thumbing up the brim of his hat. “Same way ya catch anythin’, miss: set a trap. The Snark’s gotta have somethin’ on this island it likes to eat.”

Brilliant idea! This bounty hunter really was one to be admired.

“And unless you want this chasm to be our trap during the next shift, I think we ought to hurry on out of here,” Harrey pointed out to them.

“Smart lad. Let’s get movin’!”

The opposite wall of the chasm was short, and the bump of ground they stood on gave them enough purchase to climb out and make it onto even ground. Wind rustled the tropical canopy overhead and sunlight dappled around them in a false sense of peace.

Screeeee!

The cry echoed from ahead, off to their right, rippling through the jungle like a vengeful ghost.

Could they really catch this creature? Ash rubbed the sudden goosebumps rising on his arms.

Cosmic led the way, his steady gait quiet through the jungle undergrowth. Ash tried to mimic his quiet movements, stepping widely over a fallen palm tree—it creaked, his legs too short to span the distance, and he had to scoot across on his bottom instead.

After a while of walking, and Ash fearing the island would shift again any second now, Cosmic stopped at a prickly bush and raised his hand for them all to halt. Ash drew up beside him in a crouch.

Cosmic pointed beyond the bush, out to where a wide meadow had formed—and where strange red coconuts littered the ground everywhere, fallen from a maroon palm tree with curly root spines.

At first Ash didn’t understand, but then Cosmic indicated with his hand a brown blotch off to the side: a pile of dung.

Drisel scrambled away from it, holding her nose.

The Snark—this must mean that it came here often and ate the fruit.

“We’ll stake out this spot,” whispered Cosmic. “You three spread out along this side of the meadow and keep hidden. Once the Snark shows itself, I need you t’ charge forward n’ make yourself look big and scary like. I’ll be waitin’ on the other side, and when it gets frightened and comes runnin’ my way...” He unhooked the whip at his belt and tied the end, making a lasso. It was a new whip with magical strength, given him by the duchess.

Harrey and Drisel both nodded. Ash faked a smile, but inside the pressure had him shaking. What if he failed? What if the Snark was more monster than bird, and it attacked him?

But the others had already spread out to find hiding places along the edge of the meadow. So, Ash moved to the right a ways and chose a spot behind a stand of blue ferns.

It was then that the island began its next shift.

He kept low to the ground on all fours as the soil wobbled and rumbled beneath him.

When it had finished its shaky tantrum, the meadow hadn’t changed much, which was curious. This must be one of the few places on the island where nothing shifted and fruit trees could thrive.

Screeeee!

His ears rang painfully with the sudden cry. He peered between the fern fronds and scanned the meadow. There was movement to the far-left side—a flash of red—but it vanished quickly.

Ash’s heartbeat pounded in his ears. He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, waiting.

Nothing moved in the meadow, nor around the edges. All was quiet but for the sea breeze.

Ash started to wonder if the Snark had sensed their presence and fled. He shifted to stand on his knees, and a twig snapped behind him.

Fear froze him. He turned his head slowly to see what had snapped the twig, and then toppled backwards in fright.

Looming over him, on twin legs thick as tree trunks, was a feathered beast: ruddy colored, with a long-stretched neck, and a skull-like head ending at a deadly sharp beak.

The Snark let out a chilling hiss and raised one of its three-pronged feet, claws the length of daggers.

Ash lay there, immobilized by the terrifying sight...

Until Harrey grabbed his arm, yanking him out of the way.

Claws sunk into the soil where he had been.

The Snark turned, hissing and lowering its neck in a threatening charge.

Harrey grabbed giant fern leaves and waved them up over his head in an effort to make himself look bigger and more intimidating.

“Hyah! Get back, you over-sized ostrich!”

The Snark gave an angry shriek and ran past them, fast as the wind. Ash noticed sunlight glint off its back, just then, where a large white crystal sat perched like an egg.

He caught his breath, still on the ground, and watched the creature run off. “Thanks,” he mumbled.

Harrey waved it off. “No worries. Who knew it would go and sneak up on us like that?” The older boy called out to Cosmic and Drisel, hand cupped to mouth, “It left, guys! We had an issue over here.”

The group regathered to assess the situation, while the ground rumbled beneath them once more.

“The Snark’s got the crystal, just like the duchess said. And it’s got a bad attitude, to boot.” Cosmic sighed and tipped his hat back. “We’re gonna have t’ do some work to outsmart that critter.” He bent down, picking long leaf fronds. “Hurry; gather as many of these as ya can. I’m gonna teach you how to weave!”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 35:
Snark Attack
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THE SKY HAD CREPT INTO sunset colors by the time they finished weaving together an army of leaf-and-twig scarecrows. Cosmic attached vines to each one and placed them in a ring around the meadow.

It would be Ash and Drisel’s job to activate each scarecrow at the right moment. For now, the scarecrows lay on the ground waiting.

“Harrey, you keep ready behind me,” Cosmic ordered. “You kids, we’ll be countin’ on ya with those scarecrows.” He winked from under his hat at them, whip at his hip and duster coat flapping in the breeze around his tall boots, every inch the coolest bounty hunter in the worlds.

Ash puffed out his chest and gave him a firm nod. “You can count on us.”

With everything now in place, they each one hurried to their designated hiding spots and waited. The sun colored the clouds a deep orange and gray by the time the Snark’s cry echoed close by.

Ash’s whole body tensed. He nodded over to Drisel, about twenty feet from him. She stood in a ready crouch, her brown hair tied back.

There came a flash of red movement to their right. Ash carefully crept towards the spot, getting behind the Snark as it stepped out into the meadow.

Ash paused behind a tree. The huge bird took slow steps, jerking its head to peer every which way for danger.

The red coconuts laying out in the open enticed the hungry Snark, and the closer it approached the ripe fruit, the more it let down its guard.

Once the Snark’s long neck bent down and its vicious beak pecked into one of the fleshy fruits, Cosmic made his move—lunging up from a leaf-covered hole in the ground and throwing the whip lasso.

The bird gave a shrill cry, and it looked like the lasso would connect around the Snark’s neck. But at the last second, the bird swiveled its body and neck around with impossible speed and the lasso missed.

The Snark headed back for the cover of the trees, and Ash was there waiting. With a tug on a vine, a tall scarecrow lifted from the ground, blocking the Snark’s path.

The bird cried out and sped off to the left. Ash hurried to follow, pulling up a second scarecrow.

Drisel pulled up another one to the bird’s right. It squawked and gave a jab with its bone beak at the scarecrow before galloping back along the meadow’s edge—searching for a way back into the shelter of the woods.

Drisel managed to reach and activate another scarecrow farther down, while Ash raced to get to the other side of the meadow and the scarecrows waiting there.

Meanwhile, Cosmic continued to draw in and throw the lasso, again and again.

The Snark flapped its wings viciously, head low and hissing; it swerved with mind-blowing speed to dodge Cosmic’s quick throws. But every attempt it made to escape from the meadow was blocked by scarecrow after scarecrow.

Ash reached the other side of the meadow just in time as the Snark came. It headed for the safety of the woods like a charging bull.

Ash ran and skidded on his knees as he grabbed and tugged on a vine, pulling up the next scarecrow just in time.

The bird cried out furiously and turned back around.

This time Cosmic was close, and the lasso finally looped around the Snark’s neck.

“Yes!” cheered Drisel.

The huge bird yanked and pulled and bucked like a mad horse.

Cosmic held onto the whip, moving with the bird, fighting to get it steady. But it soon became clear that there would be no steadying the wild Snark.

“Go, Harrey!”

The older boy dashed from around Cosmic and got behind the Snark. The bird tried to turn and attack him, but Cosmic pulled on the lasso with all his strength and shouted to keep its attention.

Things grew worse when Harrey suddenly launched himself onto the Snark’s back.

Screee-Ree-Reek!

The Snark bucked madly, jumping up and down, lashing its head all about.

“W-whoa!” Harrey struggled to hold on, gripping a handful of feathers with one hand, and catching his other hand on the crystal. He tried to pull his knees up into a crouch on the Snark’s back and slipped.

The bird hissed. Cosmic gripped the whip, pulling left then right then left—keeping its sharp beak from stabbing Harrey.

Harrey hoisted himself back up. Pressing both hands against the crystal, he shoved—throwing all his weight at the white rock in one go.

The crystal teetered.

The bird growled—literally growled, and tried to hike its wings up to stop the crystal from moving.

But Harrey kept his weight against the crystal until it wobbled, tilted, and tumbled off the Snark’s back with a thud.

Harrey tumbled down after it, and his arm muscles strained to pick up the huge crystal.

SCREEE!

The Snark shrieked and turned on him in rage, the eyes in its skull-like head flaring like flames.

“Wait now, this isn’t your egg; it’s not even a living thing!” Harrey tried to plea while backing away with the crystal, its tip dragging along the ground as he pulled it.

But giant birds don’t listen to pleas.

The Snark lunged.

Harrey screamed and ran—though it wasn’t much of a run while dragging the heavy crystal with him.

Cosmic yanked on the whip hard, stopping the Snark’s beak from stabbing through Harrey’s spine. The older boy hurried towards the cover of the trees.

“Take that back to the ship! Don’t wait for me!” shouted Cosmic.

Drisel hurried after Harrey through the woods, trying to help him carry the crystal. But Ash hesitated. The Snark turned its rage on Cosmic and lashed out with blade-like claws and stabbing beak.

Cosmic ducked and dodged the attacks. The lasso of his whip came loose, and he waved the whip instead, making a cracking sound to startle the large bird backwards.

But the Snark’s raised foot kicked the whip aside, and with its hard head delivered a blow to Cosmic’s chest that sent him flying backwards. The bird then turned, lowered its neck menacingly, and sprinted after Harrey’s trail.

Ash tugged on the remaining vines, and two scarecrows came up; the Snark, unable to stop, slammed into them.

The bird fell and rolled and kicked out angrily.

Ash backed away from the creature as it worked frantically to right itself. And when it did, it turned its ugly head at him and made a chilling hiss that froze Ash in his shoes.

Cosmic’s whip lashed the air with a crack, and the Snark jumped back. It glared rage at them both before plunging sideways into the woods.

“Hurry, kid; we can’t let the Snark reach the crystal!” Cosmic shouted.

Ash hurried to keep pace with Cosmic as they chased after the bird through the jungle, the figures of Harrey and Drisel barely visible far ahead.

The ground rumbled and the land shifted. Ash jumped from one rising hill to another and tumbled down a steepening slope. Cosmic caught his arm, righting him and pulling him sideways out of the way of a tree trunk.

Ahead, Harrey and the crystal tumbled down a newly rising hill crest, crashing through foliage, and Drisel skated down the sand after him.

The Snark moved with ease, long legs and wide feet carrying it across the shifting soil; its ability to react quickly helped it dodge any sudden obstacles.

It was gaining on the crystal.

Cosmic snapped his whip around a tree branch, caught Ash up in his other arm, and swung them across a growing chasm as it split the ground.

He swung them onto the next hill over, and there the coast became visible and they could spot Harrey, who was tumbling down to the sandy beach.

The Snark attacked the older boy, claws hitting the crystal and wrenching it out of his grasp. It spread its wings wide then, in triumph and fury, and jabbed with its beak to end him.

Harrey rolled out of the way, getting back onto his feet. But he stood no chance against such a beast.

Something else arrived on the beach just then: a person, heading for the crystal.

The Snark turned with an angry squawk on the female dragon knight—the same white one from before. She tried to reach the crystal first, but with a mighty flap of wings the Snark landed in front of it and stabbed out with its beak.

The knight raised her sword, blocking the strike.

The ground rumbled again, and Ash hurried with Cosmic across to the island’s beach, away from the swaying trees.

The Snark pecked left, right, left, then spun around with a leg out to claw the woman. She blocked each move with her sword, then swung the blade. The bird jumped, tucking its legs in to avoid the strike.

While they were busy, Harrey and Drisel dragged the crystal towards the dangling rope ladder of their waiting airship.

Cosmic and Ash finally reached them, the bounty hunter’s strength helping to lift the crystal onto the rope ladder and tie it on. He signaled to Humpty, and the egg man hoisted the crystal up, the weight of it making his progress slow.

“Come on, come on...” mumbled Ash, glancing nervously to the battling knight and up at the ship. He got a sinking feeling that they weren’t going to escape in time.

The Snark cried out, backing away from the dragon knight and favoring one leg. Its head turned, and only then did the bird realize that its prized possession was now gone.

Screeee!

Crystal aboard, the rope ladder descended again for the group—just as the Snark realized who it was who’d taken its treasure.

“Hurry!” shouted Cosmic, unnecessarily as Drisel and Ash jumped onto the ladder, and Harrey after them. “Fly, fly!” Cosmic motioned to Humpty.

While the kids were still clinging to the ladder, the airship lifted high into the air.

Cosmic’s whip caught the ship rail, and he dangled against the hull as they rose; he hoisted himself up, hand over hand.

The Snark raged below while the humans all made it on deck. Ash caught his breath against the glossy floorboards.

But their troubles weren’t over yet.

They watched as the woman knight transformed into the white dragon, her large wings pounding into the air after them.

“Holy omelet, a dragon!” exclaimed Humpty in fright. The airship propellers whirred, speeding them away from the island as fast as the creaking wood would allow.

But the dragon was huge, and each wing beat brought her nearer.

Cosmic heaved a weary sigh. He took off his hat and set it on Ash’s head.

“W-what are you doing?” Ash asked in surprise.

“Hold onto that for me, will ya?” asked Cosmic. “You’ve got the makings of a fine bounty hunter in you, lad. I’ll see ya soon.” He gave a wink, strode to the back of the ship, and as they all watched, leaped off the rail and into the sky.

Ash cried out and ran to the spot—seeing Cosmic lasso his whip around one of the dragon’s horns. He swung himself up onto the dragon’s head while she thrashed and swiped her claws.

Cosmic was fast, and he wrapped his whip around the dragon’s head and eyes—forcing them closed, and bracing his weight against the horn.

The dragon’s pursuit halted, and she faltered in the air, blind. Her falter then plummeted into a downward spiral.

“Cosmic!!” Ash cried.

Both Cosmic and the dragon faded from sight as they fell, and the airship sped away above the clouds.
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Chapter 36:
The Shadow Realm
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THE RED ARMORED DRAGON knight entered the throne room and knelt before the Red King.

The king stared down his nose. The chess pieces that made up his throne cast ominous moonshadows across the dais before the knight. “What is this urgent news you claim to bring me, knight? As you can see, I am not in a fine mood that wishes to be disturbed. The Terraforming spell is weakening because you knights failed to do your job.”

The king’s hand moved to feed a moth to his pet spider, caged upon the adjacent table. “Perhaps I should have a few heads freed from their incompetent necks?”

The knight cringed while the spider’s fangs bit into mothy flesh. “Forgive me, but the blonde girl who has been traveling with the Madness Solver: I believe she is a nymph, Your Majesty.”

The king rose to his feet in a sudden motion of swishing robes. “What? How sure are you of this?” he demanded. “I was told the remaining few of the creatures were wiped out years ago.”

“Then, perhaps she is the last and the youngest? I saw her power myself, Your Majesty—her skin glowing like the sun.”

The king reached to stroke one fingertip down the spider’s furry head. “Is that so...”

The knight waited on a bent knee, sweating.

“We cannot let a nymph run loose and threaten our world, can we?” The king’s other hand touched the crown of red chess pieces at his brow. “She must be brought to me—at all costs,” he growled.

***
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MADNES RUBBED ALICE’S shoulders, the light having finally dimmed from her skin. They were riding dragon Pelur back to the White Duchess’s with all haste.

When they landed, Harrey’s group was already there. And despite Madnes’s caution, Alice hurried to break the crystal they had brought, no longer keeping her power a secret—there was no more point to.

Madnes spotted the wide-brim hat on Ash’s head, and he looked about. “Where’s Uncle Cosmic?”

Ash and Drisel stared miserably at the pearly floor of the shell palace, and Harrey fidgeted his hands.

“We were attacked by that white dragon knight again, and...and Cosmic jumped off the airship onto the beast, slowing it down for us,” Harrey explained, his tone regretful.

Madnes’s jaw fell slack. “He’s lost out there, you mean? Or worse?” He started to head back out, but Cheshire caught his leg.

“Madnes, you cannot go after him. There isn’t time! If the dragon defeated him, then you’ll be too late to do him any good anyway. We can send others to search for him. But,” he added, “Cosmic is a renowned bounty hunter, and if anyone can survive battling a dragon, it’ll be him.”

Oz nodded. “He’s right. Four days have passed, and I doubt your Oswick will be able to hold on much longer unless you destroy the final crystal now.”

Madnes regarded them both. He knew their reasoning was sound, logical, and just what the Madness Solver would say. But it hurt to simply leave his uncle out there, stranded, and in who-knew-what condition.

“Search, the sea dragon clan will for your uncle, Madness Solver,” spoke the duchess. “Your first duty must be to the worlds and their balance. Many lives do depend on you.”

Madnes swallowed and straightened his back. “The Shadow Realm is our last stop. Please pinpoint for me the exact location of the crystal.”

Some of the group headed to the map room, but Drisel shuddered. “It’s nighttime. Shouldn’t we wait for morning before going to such an ominous place?”

Madnes paused and lowered to one knee, placing one hand each on Drisel and Ash. “I’m going to need you both to wait here. I know you want to help, but you already have. And I can’t go into the Shadow Realm worrying about keeping you safe, when I might not be able to keep even myself safe,” he told them. “Can you stay here and look after things for me?”

Drisel reluctantly nodded. Ash opened his mouth, but then hung his head, holding onto Cosmic’s hat.

Madnes gave them a hug. “You’ve both grown a lot. Thank you.”

Ash lifted his head, a plea in his eyes. “Tell us the truth: how is Nico?”

Madnes took in their anxious expressions, and he gave their shoulders a reassuring squeeze. “He was still himself, and he seemed content. Apparently, he’s become friends with the forest dryad, which means he won’t be turned into a Haunted One. His power over the forest saved us.”

Ash and Drisel stared up at him in surprise. Madnes grinned and rose to his feet.

After the duchess showed him on the map where in the Shadow Realm she suspected the crystal to be, he met with the rest of the group who were resting and eating a light snack. They stood when he came into the dining room.

Alice handed him a glass of water. “Keep your energy up.”

He took it gratefully and grabbed a bread roll. “Alice, if things end badly...” he began, then his voice trailed away.

He couldn’t tell her or anyone the truth about his life force running out. He couldn’t tell her that this mission could be his last, just as it had been for Auntie Rose. It was in the Shadow Realm that she had lost her life—he could feel it through the power.

Alice reached to cup his face in her hands and brought his lips to hers. “It won’t,” she whispered.

Madnes soaked in her touch, the feel of her lips. “I wish I could be as optimistic as you,” he whispered back when she released him.

She grinned and pulled the brim of his hat down over his eyes. “Worrywart.”

Blushing all over, he straightened his hat and took a bite out of the bread roll. “Let the final journey begin,” he said.

The group filed out of the shell palace, Pelur taking on his dragon form for one last flight. But Madnes hung back for a moment. He pulled back his sleeve, exposing the clock inked on his wrist. He hadn’t checked it for a long time—he’d been too afraid to. And now, black had filled in over half of the clock.

Half of his life was gone.

The image of Auntie Rose’s skin turning to gray ash, her body slumping, flashed through his mind. Did he have enough life force left for the power to save Oswick...?

“Hurry up, Madness Solver. Go save the worlds!”

Madnes turned to the duchess, the crowv and fish peoples, and Ash and Drisel who were waving. He waved back at the kids.

Everything depended upon him.

His shoulders tensed under the heavy burden.

Only God knew where this story was going, what paths each of them would take...and where they would each come to an end.

‘Please help me down this path,’ he prayed.

***
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THE SHADOW REALM SPREAD before them like a dark fog, tendrils shifting and shapes coalescing. They hopped off Pelur’s back and landed on dark brown soil that looked as if it hadn’t seen life or light for over a century. Different tones of gray fog rose from the ground around them. The dark ruins of buildings and ancient structures stretched every which way Madnes turned, their edges seeming not quite solid in the dim atmosphere.

‘Well, fairy, this could be the end of the road for us. For me, at least,’ he thought.

He used Harrey’s compass to orient himself and headed off down what may have once been the crumbled ruins of a street.

The fairy appeared, seated on a hovering branch inside his mind. I told you to keep Alice safe. You can’t do that if you go and die on me.

Madnes chuckled. ‘Careful. I might start to think you actually care about me.’

Hmph! As if.

‘Now that I know you’re a nymph, tell me: how did you become the Madness Solver power?’

There you go again, asking questions.

‘I’m just curious. Don’t I have a right to know before I die?’

Her opal lips puckered, as if considering. It isn’t a simple story to tell...

Madnes led the way for their small group, deteriorated structures lining the street to either side. He soon turned off down a narrow rubble path.

Humanoid shapes took form and disappeared within the fog in the spaces between ruins. The nape of his neck prickled with the feeling that they were being watched.

Cheshire clung to his perch on Alice’s shoulder. “This place is said to be cursed—the first city to be consumed by the darkness of Syn, long ago,” he said.

“W-why does the fog keep making those creepy shapes?” asked Harrey, hugging his arms to himself.

Cheshire shook his head. “No one knows. But I wouldn’t want to wander off to find out.”

Oz sniffed and held his chin high.

They walked in silence for a while, following the compass’s guidance.

Madnes was just starting to get used to the eeriness when a whisper rolled along the air like a breath: “Madness...Solver...”

Madnes gave a start; he craned his neck, searching for the voice. “Did one of you say something?” he asked.

The group sent him mystified looks, and Harrey shook his head.

“Madness...Solver...”

The words carried past his ear.

“There it is again.” Madnes narrowed his gaze.

He focused on a row of ruined pillars across the path, and the dark fog shapes hovering between them. One shape seemed denser: the shape of a woman, her flowing dress and the edges of her limbs appearing frayed. She glided across the ground, suddenly coming towards him.

The fairy in his mind jolted upright, her slanted eyes going wide in alarm.
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Chapter 37:
The Truth of the Nymphs
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“THE MADNESS SOLVER...is here...”

The woman wrapped in black fog drew near, and now Alice, Cheshire and the others could both hear and see her.

“You’ve come back, Sister. It has been so long...” she spoke. Her translucent hand reached to touch Madnes’s face, and he drew back quickly. The line of her mouth seemed to frown in confusion.

“Sister?” repeated Madnes. ‘Fairy, who is this? What is she talking about?’

A faint light began to glow from the woman’s skin, though it was more spirit than skin. But the glow was soon smothered under patches of blackness. “I can sense my sister inside you, human, which means you are the current Madness Solver.”

‘Sister? You’re sisters?’ he exclaimed in his mind.

The fairy crossed her arms and looked away.

“Does this mean you are a nymph?” Madnes asked the fog woman.

Alice’s attention intensified.

“Yes... I am the last free nymph in Wonderland. And I see you’ve brought our last child with you.” She moved towards Alice, taking her hands in her own. “I remember the day you were born of the Sun Pond. A special moment that was. You have grown up well, my dear.”

Unbidden tears pricked Alice’s eyes. “Are there many of us left?” she asked, her voice breaking.

“Only me, you, and our older sister there,” she nodded to Madnes, “and our young sister, Lilian. We four are all that remain. I have been here, in hiding, where few in Wonderland ever venture.” She touched Alice’s cheek.

Mavis, you should have fled from this world, Madnes heard the fairy whisper. Instead of staying here trapped and alone, for so long...

“Your sister is angry that you stayed here, alone, instead of fleeing,” Madnes told the woman. And the fairy looked at him crossly.

Mavis tipped her head down. “I could not flee Wonderland. I still had hope that one day the truth would be revealed, and people would believe us. And that you, my sister, and Lilian would be set free. I could not leave here and forget about you all.”

The fairy lowered her chin, a deep sadness making her gossamer wings droop.

“Where is this other sister of yours?” Madnes asked warily.

Mavis lifted her gaze to his, her eyes a swirl of white. “Has the line of Madness Solvers already forgotten?” Her spirit brow creased. “Our Lilian is in the Red King—she is his power.”

Madnes stilled in shock, and Cheshire’s expression went wide beside Alice.

“What—?” Madnes stammered. “The Red King is keeping a nymph and using her power? But I thought all of Wonderland was afraid of nymphs—because of the legend of Syn and all.”

Mavis tilted her head to the side slightly, regarding them each. “The legend has deceived even you, I see. Come, sit. Let me tell you of what really happened: the true legend of the nymphs.”

***
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ONCE UPON A TIME, THERE was a nymph who loved to explore...and that nymph was me, Mavis.

I was powerful among our kind, as well as very inquisitive. And to feed my adventurous spirit, I often journeyed through Wonderland’s many portals opened to other worlds, exploring what lay beyond.

One day, I came upon a portal in the form of a pond. I dove through its waters and resurfaced into another world. Sunlight slanted through the wide leaves of trees there, the grass grew green and lush, the sky painted a rich blue so unlike our own.

“Help...me...”

I heard suddenly a pitiful sound, and there on the grassy bank before me was a boy—crawling desperately on his knees and flesh-eaten hands toward the water.

His physical state was horrid; some terrible disease had taken hold of him and ruined his body. Shocked, I rushed forward to meet him at the water’s edge. I reached out to him as he moaned and cried, and I touched his left hand.

Power flowed from me into him, eliminating the disease and healing his body. As a nymph, I was not supposed to interfere with the lives of others in this way, but I could not help myself.

The boy leaned back on his knees, raised both hands and inspected them with a look of wonder and awe. His body was again healthy, and he stared across at me.

He caught my hand before I could leave and asked me where I was from. He begged me to take him with me, and claimed he would get sick again and die if I did not.

And so, moved by pity, I brought him back to Wonderland. He was the first human ever to set foot in our world.

He was captivated by the land, the many races, and the different ways of life here. And most of all, he was in complete awe of the power of the nymphs.

I should have recognized the greed in his heart then, the darkness that had been hiding there, but he kept it so well hidden...

As he grew older, he studied the science and politics of Wonderland. And behind our backs, he began experimenting with magic in an underground lab.

One day, he lured my little sister to go on a walk with him—a walk from which she would never return, at least, not in the same form. He used an experimental spell to trap her in her spirit form within his right eye, holding her prisoner and putting her power at his disposal.

This human used my sister’s power to take over Wonderland, piece by piece, and soon he established a kingdom for himself.

He became the Red King.

As the years passed, he barely aged. His life force should have been swallowed up by my sister, but instead he was feeding her the life force of others, and keeping himself nearly immortal...

How I wish this were the only evil he caused in our world, but it was not. A darkness had started to grow, unbeknownst to all, while the human boy grew up. And when he became king, that darkness spread and took over the Wonderland city he’d once lived in, turning it into a place of shadows and dread—the Shadow Realm.

The people fled and abandoned the area. The darkness came to be called Syn, and it was slowly spreading, tainting other places, such as the Forest of the Haunted, and corrupting the minds of some Wonderlanders. People looked for someone to blame for this threat.

The king knew it was his doing—that he had brought something dangerous into Wonderland, an evil force attached to his selfish heart. But he could not risk letting the people know of this. So instead, he devised a plan and pinned all of the blame on us nymphs.

You see, by then several other humans had ventured into Wonderland through the portals. I had allowed this—in my ignorance—and some Wonderlanders were mad at me for it. The king decided to use this anger to his advantage. He had already hidden the fact that he was human before he became king—pretending, instead, to be a wingless crowv.

He fabricated the story that I had become corrupted while traveling to Earth, and that I’d brought back Syn with me to taint Wonderland. He declared that the only way to halt Syn’s spread was to get rid of the nymphs so they wouldn’t bring back more Syn or anything else harmful from the other worlds.

That was when the people of Wonderland hunted us down, forcing us to either flee or be killed. The king had another motive for this plan, though. He did not want the power of the nymphs to threaten him or his future plans. He didn’t want anyone to be able to rival himself. And so, we were nearly exterminated.

While the peaceful nymphs fled into hiding, the Cheshire cat of that time discovered the source of the Red King’s power—a nymph, held captive. The king was too powerful to defeat alone, and too beloved by Wonderlanders. And so, Cheshire had to make a bold move.

He went to the human world, and there searched for a human with a true and caring heart. When he finally found one, he brought the boy back with him to Wonderland and presented him before us few nymphs who still remained. This was our last hope. For you see, even though we nymphs of light have power, we cannot use it to fight or cause harm, or even to heal ourselves. Someone else must wield our power for us.

And so, together we made a choice, and my older sister volunteered herself. There was no other way to save our kind and our world but this.

We sealed my sister into the boy’s mind, creating a guardian for Wonderland and for the future of us all.

He became known as the first Madness Solver.

We created a set of rules to go along with this position in hopes of keeping the power’s source a secret, and to ensure that only those of a caring heart would inherit it.

As the Red King ruled over his domain, the descendants of the Madness Solver have kept him in-check for centuries up to this day, halting his interferences with other worlds and maintaining the peace and balance between all.

However, it seems that the king now feels he might finally win against his foe and has become bold enough to carry out his biggest plan yet: terraforming Earth and taking over his old home world.

Meanwhile, Syn continues to infect Wonderland, even if in subtle ways. It’s something that, once it finds its way into a place, will never leave.

However, few believe Syn is anything more than a fairy tale now. And many Wonderlanders seem to like humans and exploring Earth, despite old rumors of the past.

But it lurks here, in the shadows, ever waiting for an opportunity.

I can promise you that.
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Chapter 38:
The Last Crystal
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MAVIS FINISHED TELLING her story, and Madnes sat there feeling dumbfounded.

The Red King was the first human ever to come into Wonderland? And it was because of him that Syn had found its way here, and that the nymphs had been persecuted to near extinction, and that the Madness Solver had needed to be created?

He glanced around at Harrey, Alice, Cheshire and Pelur, seeing their own mirrored surprise.

Oz stood. He should have been more shocked by the news than anyone, but he kept his feelings masked and clenched his fists instead. “We can’t afford to waste any more time chatting—we need to find that crystal now.”

Madnes reached and gave his shoulder a squeeze. “We’re not far away.”

Oz acknowledged the gesture but remained tense.

Mavis shifted her gaze between them. “Ah, you are here to destroy the Terraforming crystal.” She glided across the rotted dark ground before them like a ghost. “I will take you there.”

“You knew about the spell?” Madnes murmured, wondering why she hadn’t tried to destroy it herself.

“Yes. I could not risk exposing my existence, however, and so I had to watch the king’s work from a distance, unable to stop it. My power has faded much over the years, suffocated as I am by this darkness.”

Indeed, the glow of her skin was dim, and she had the look of something that wasn’t quite solid and might drift away on a sudden breeze.

Guilt nipped at Madnes’s heels while their group followed Mavis up a pathway rimmed with swirls of black fog. All of this was the fault of wicked humans—tainting a world that should have been left alone.

He had to put a stop to it—he had to!

They reached the end of the path, coming into a field that might once have been a treeless park.

Mavis suddenly halted and went stiff. Madnes moved to step around her, but her arm rose to stop him.

“Living shadows are drawing near,” she said in a whisper.

Madnes peered ahead into the field and the haze of fog there.

Just when Harrey started to ask what the heck that meant, the marching of footsteps and the outline of figures materialized. Layers of fog parted, like billowing sheets, before the man at their head: clad in red armor and robe, with armored spikes for shoulder pads and a crown that gleamed like blood-covered chess pieces. His black beard and thick build imposing and menacing.

Cheshire hissed, and Oz took a quick intake of breath.

Madnes didn’t need an introduction to guess who this was.

The Red King marched forward, flanked by two dragon knights and a man in blue robes with embroidered moons and stars, with a troop of trolls marching behind.

Great.

They were outmatched and outnumbered. Yippee.

Harrey exclaimed suddenly, pointing at the robed man. “That’s Man in Moon! We fought him on the Floating Isles. He’s a wicked warlock or something. He must be helping the king with his evil spells!”

Madnes glanced Harrey’s way. Now there was a warlock to battle, on top of everything else?

This just kept getting worse and worse.

Man in Moon’s lips formed a sharp grin. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you lot.” He chuckled.

Harrey made a show of retching, and the man’s grin became a furious glare.

Mavis had disappeared, Madnes realized with a feeling of unease, as they faced the true enemy of Wonderland.

“Madness Solver... We meet again. Though to you, I suppose, this is our first meeting.” The Red King planted his spiked boots in the soil and pulled out a double-bladed axe from behind his back. “And I will make certain it is our last.”

Harrey kept with Alice and Cheshire, facing Man in Moon. Pelur growled at the dragon knights. Madnes and Oz faced the king and his trolls.

“Don’t tell me you’ve switched sides so soon, Oz?” spoke the king, his tone sounding amused as he towered over them. “Then again, I should not be surprised. You always were a failure of a son.”

Oz growled. “I will not be deceived by your lies any longer.”

The king’s spiked shoulders shrugged as if he could care less. “Don’t come crying to me when you get hurt, boy.”

The king then lunged forward, swinging the axe blade.

All talk ended and the battle began.

Pelur and the knights collided, and the trolls rushed forward. Oz flew past, both hands now crow claws, and plowed into the troop.

Madnes wished silently that he had a weapon, some sort of blade, as the heavy axe came for him.

Who needs a blade when you have me? The fairy stormed inside his mind suddenly, the lines of her wings darkening and her eyes glowing fire. I’ll tear you apart this time, Red King, and set my sister free!

Energy filled Madnes, stoked by the fairy’s rage, and he felt his muscles expand and thicken more than they ever had before. He dodged to the right of the axe, his movements fast, and his thickened fist struck the king’s left side.

The king grunted from a blow that could have broken ribs, and swung the back of his hand into Madnes, sending him skidding sideways. “That power has been a thorn in my side for too long.” The king swung the axe again.

Madnes sidestepped left and aimed a punch at the king’s other side.

But the king knew what he would do and turned the axe midair, sweeping toward Madnes’s chest.

Madnes ducked to the ground, the axe swinging overhead, and his arms shot up to catch the axe’s long haft.

He gripped the wood, and the king yanked to free it from his grasp.

They both held onto the haft, pulling, muscles bulging.

The king kicked out with one leg, in an attempt to make Madnes let go.

Madnes blocked the kick and metal boot with his shin, his powered muscles dulling the pain. They then moved slowly in a circle, each gauging the other, and neither letting go.
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MAN IN MOON SPREAD his palms, and the stars and moons on his robe plucked themselves free and spun in the air like sharp white blades around him.

Alice blinked in surprise, her legs in a ready fighting stance. “Magic? How do we fight that?” She glanced to Harrey.

Harrey scratched his head. “Either knock him out, or pin his hands down and then knock him out.”

“Great,” commented Cheshire. “You make that sound so easy, and yet we can’t even get near him!”

They ducked and rolled and leaped aside as volleys of moon and star blades came at them.

Alice’s skin glowed, the energy of light inside her humming. She moved in front of Cheshire and Harrey, and with her hands ready like a martial artist, she slammed and slashed through the moons and stars with her glowing hands—her nymph power disintegrating each blade.

Cheshire gaped. “Well, that’s one way to do it. I say, did you have that ability before now?”

Alice flashed a grin. “Nope. Just figured I would try something new.”

Man in Moon grunted. “So, you are the young nymph.” He sneered maliciously, his long beard twitching down to the ground. “Such power, such potential! I look forward to using you to boost my Terraforming spell, as well as other spell projects that I have in mind...” His tongue ran along his yellowed teeth eagerly.

Alice shuddered.

The moons and stars multiplied, peeling free of his blue robe and tearing through the air at them. Alice slashed one after another after another. There were so many; she wasn’t sure how long she could keep this up.

Harrey pulled out something from his jacket.

Cheshire looked. “What is that?”

Harrey winked. “You didn’t think I was being idle at the White Duchess’s palace, did you?” He flung a rope toward Man, and small contraptions along the rope’s end buzzed with wings and carried the rope quickly, aiming for Man’s wrists.

Man tucked his arms in, just in time, the rope flying by. “Ha, what cheap tricks!” he sneered.

Cheshire’s claws ripped down Man’s robe from behind.

Man lashed out at him, and the cat scurried back before he could get hit.

Harrey gave him a look.

“What? I’m not a fighter,” Cheshire commented, rubbing his paws.

Alice used their distraction to charge at Man and aim her energy-powered foot to strike him in the stomach. He flung out his hand, blocking her foot, and a jolt of pain shot through her.

She leaped several steps back, panting. Harrey retracted his rope invention.

Man in Moon lengthened the size of some of the crescent moons, making them hover around him in a sharp spiral barrier. From his hands spooled out two lengths of glowing rope, slithering as if alive with magic.

“Hey, since when could you do that?” exclaimed Harrey.

“A warlock is always learning new tricks.” Man grinned.

Alice regarded the new weapons and nervously swallowed. How was she to reach him now?

Mavis reappeared suddenly, behind her right shoulder.

“I will help you in what ways I can,” said the old nymph, spreading her translucent palms.

Together, both nymphs rushed forward as one, Mavis’s power seeping into Alice as she struck her glowing fist into the nearest circling moon around Man.

The moon fractured and dipped to the ground.

She punched again and again, breaking down the spiral of moons around him.

A glowing rope from Man’s hand whipped out—and it wrapped itself around Alice’s right arm.

She tugged backwards against it.

The rope stretched but wouldn’t break, instead tightening its snake-like grip.

Man began pulling her towards him, and she fought to break free.

“Alice!” Mavis’s weakened body dimmed, almost transparent now.

Cheshire leaped forward, digging tooth and claws at the rope, but the flexible magic substance could not be torn.

Harrey’s rope contraption flew out again and, this time, wrapped around Man’s wrist—the one holding the magic rope.

Harrey tugged, trying to force Man’s hand down so he couldn’t maintain the spell. But Man’s other hand was still free, and he whipped out the second glowing rope, striking Harrey so that he fell with a cry.

Meanwhile, Pelur swung his large sword one-handed, wielding a shorter blade in his left hand, as he parried and struck, battling the other two dragon knights. He panted, working hard to keep up with the movements of two strong enemies. Several blade swipes had gotten under his guard, and blood ran from cuts in the joints of his armor.

The ground of the field rumbled—a sudden tumult of movement that caught everyone off guard—chunks of dirt breaking and tumbling loose as something rose from beneath.

Madnes and the others paused briefly in their battle to get out of the way and watch as the surface of a giant white crystal broke free and rose above them all, as tall as a house.

The last crystal of the Terraforming spell.
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Chapter 39:
The Red King
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THE GIANT CRYSTAL GLOWED from within as if it had a beating pulse. And there inside it was something frozen: a human shape with blonde hair, a long white dress, and black wings like the night.

A crowv woman.

Oz cried out and, after slashing through the last troll, ran to the crystal. He pressed his hands and face to the translucent surface, striving to see through.

The same soft nose, same rounded earlobe, and the black wings he remembered... Her eyes were closed, but Oz knew in his heart who this woman was.

Finally, after all this time. She was here before him.

“Mother.” Oz clawed and pounded at the crystal. “Set her free! Set my mother free!” he shouted, throwing all his weight at the glassy surface.

But it refused to break.

“How could you do this to her?!” Oz demanded, launching himself at the man who had used him—who had used both him and his mother.

The Red King let out a menacing laugh. He and Madnes were still grappling over the axe haft, and the king turned so that Oz would strike Madnes instead.

Oz veered in the air just in time, beating his wings, claws missing Madnes’s back.

Oz hovered in the air. “You faked Mother’s death—the queen of this kingdom!” he shouted. “She’s been alive all this time, while you experimented on her and her people, seeking to grow your power.”

The two dragon knights battling Pelur slowed, part of their attention now shifting to what the prince was saying and to the giant crystal where the queen slept in a state of suspended animation.

“And that’s not the only thing you’ve lied about,” Oz continued. “The nymphs did not bring Syn and darkness into Wonderland. You did. And you made nymphs out to be your scapegoat, putting all the blame on them.”

The dragon knights looked to the king.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the king began.

“You even have a nymph enslaved inside your body—the sister to the Madness Solver! That’s where your power comes from. You’re not from Wonderland; you weren’t born with power. You’re nothing but a greedy human who has used the life force of others to prolong your life,” growled Oz. He turned his head to the knights who, despite rarely showing emotion, now both looked confused and torn. “Do not support this human and his lies any longer. Help save your queen, instead!”

The knights backed away from Pelur, who was gasping from exhaustion and injuries. They looked to one another and backed out of the clearing, as if unsure who to believe and no longer wanting to take part in the fight.

The king ground his teeth together and flung the axe away—sending it flying across the field along with Madnes. “This human is still your father, boy,” he growled.
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MEANWHILE, MAN HAD dragged Alice by the magic rope up to the towering crystal. The second magical rope and an assault of large moon blades kept Harrey, Cheshire and Mavis from getting close enough to save her.

Man inserted the end of the rope wrapped around Alice’s arm into the crystal—the crystal’s surface magically liquefying and rehardening around the rope’s end. The rope, now attached to the crystal, shone with bright light, and Alice cried out as she felt her power being sapped away from her, traveling through the rope and into the crystal.

The crystal brightened with energy. Man’s lips moved, speaking a silent spell, and a glowing tether formed between the crystal and the Red King.

The king grew—his muscles doubling, his height expanding to ten feet, and his eyes shimmering solid white. He laughed, relishing the boost of power.

Madnes held the axe, his head tipped back, observing the man who had become more monster now than warrior.

No! He’s taking Alice’s power for himself, while also using my sister, the fairy cried out in his mind. He’s getting too strong!

Madnes hefted the axe. ‘Give me as much power as you can,’ he told her. ‘I won’t let him win.’

The fairy turned her face to him; they both knew what this would mean for Madnes.

If it’s any consolation, she told him, this isn’t the life I had planned for myself—living off the life force of humans, dragging Hatters away from their homes and causing pain... I don’t want you to die, even if you are annoying at times.

Madnes gave her a sad smile. ‘Thanks, fairy. You’re not so bad yourself.’

The Red King swung his fist, striking Pelur down before he could go help Alice, sending the knight skidding across the field and into swirls of fog. The king then turned his sights on Harrey and the others.

Power rushed through Madnes’s body like an overwhelming flood, expanding his strength and tripling his speed. He got between the king and his friends, blocking the next fist swing with the blade of the axe.

Sparks flew, the king’s fiery fist meeting metal. Madnes pushed against the king’s strength and weight while Harrey and the others got out of the way.

Oz’s claws caught the back of the Red King’s skull in a downward slash. The king removed his fist from Madnes, whirling around to strike Oz, though the prince had already flown up out of reach.

Madnes nodded up to his friend in thanks. “Oz, go save Alice for me. I’m counting on you!”

Oz hesitated for a moment then nodded, veering off towards Man in Moon.

Madnes angled the axe in a ready position as the king faced him once more.

‘Okay, fairy, how do we defeat this thing?’ he asked.

The fairy’s opal finger pointed. See the king’s shoulders? That power tether is storing energy into him from there. That’s where you need to strike.

The axe glowed with an aura of purple energy from the fairy, and Madnes gripped the handle. ‘All right. Keep me powered up, no matter the cost!’

Madnes ran at the king.

The king fisted his red glowing gauntlets and drew the right one back, ready to strike.

Madnes pretended to aim the axe for the king’s right knee, but at the last moment he jumped—leaping over the king’s right-fist punch and up to his shoulder, where he buried the axe blade through a spiked shoulder plate and into a mass of flesh bulging with stolen energy.

The king half snarled, half shouted as energy sputtered out from his right shoulder, and he clamped a gauntleted hand down over it. Madnes landed on the ground behind him and turned, ready to attack the left side next.

A wisp of black fog crossed Madnes’s face and he choked as he accidentally breathed it in. Coughing, he glanced around and saw that the fog was growing steadily around them—concentrating on him and the king, though at first it didn’t make sense why.

But this was no ordinary fog or darkness. It was the Syn that had corrupted and ruined the city they now stood within.

Syn came from the human world. Could it sense that they were both from Earth?

Dark images filled his head: of Oswick in ruins, of his friends bloodied and dying, and of whispers that it was all his fault, that he was worthless, that he should just die...

‘No!’ he shouted in his head.

Madnes, don’t listen to the Syn. It’s trying to corrupt you, the fairy warned.

Madnes fought back the image of Alice dying, blood on her lips, her words blaming him for it...

Harrey accusing him of being a worthless friend...

Cheshire saying he was the worst Madness Solver he had ever had to train...

Uncle Cosmic falling to his death after battling a dragon for his sake...

Madnes covered his ears, though the action was pointless, and the thoughts kept coming no matter how hard he tried to push them back.

Uncle was dead. His parents were dead. Alice would die, along with all of Oswick, and he was too pathetic and too weak to do anything about it... His body was shriveling up like a corpse, soon to crumble into ashes, all life force sucked away...

Tears stung the backs of Madnes’s eyes, crying at the thoughts, the horrid possibilities.

He tried to focus on something—anything else—but the pressure of the darkness kept beating at him.

He turned his thoughts desperately to God, and a memory from many years ago surfaced through the dark chaos of his mind: of him as a child in Sunday school, seated on the floor and listening to the story about a man named Peter, who once tried to walk on water.

God had called out to Peter, beckoning him to walk across the waves towards Him—and He gave him the power to do so. But as Peter walked across, he soon lost focus and panicked, and he started to sink. He was about to drown, when suddenly God caught him by the hand and lifted him up.

God asked him, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”

Madnes felt like he was sinking now, drowning in negative thoughts and whispers that threatened to undo him. He had to reach out, set his mind beyond this world and on something greater than himself, something full of hope...reaching out for the hand that was already there waiting for him to grasp...

The dark thoughts abated the moment he focused on God. The despair and the deceiving thoughts that had threatened to drown him faded, and Syn angrily drifted off to the outskirts of his mind.

Madnes sucked in a deep breath, regaining control of himself.

The Red King, however, had a wild look to his eyes as the black fog continued drawing near him. And before Madnes could react, the king’s fist caught him in the chest, sending him flying backwards.

Madnes skidded a distance on his back, parting the fog, digging his heels into the dirt to halt himself. He pulled back his shirt—a large red mark burned in his skin where he’d been struck. The pain burned like a branding mark.

The fairy’s power gathered and numbed the pain, hoisting him back up on his feet. “Thanks,” he whispered.

Madnes charged the king again, this time aiming for the left shoulder and the stolen power stored there...
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ALICE FOUGHT TO PULL away from the magic rope, but it held her firmly, drawing the nymph power out of her bit by bit. Her vision wavered, her attempts to fight back weakened.

Man in Moon taunted Harrey and Cheshire, daring them to come near; his moon blades over five feet long circled him, ready to cut down any who came close.

Mavis trembled, her body becoming less visible by the second as her life force waned.

“How exquisitely powerful a young nymph is!” crooned Man. “Your energy will serve the king and the Terraforming process well.”

Alice bared her teeth at him, her vision sliding out of focus. It looked like something was moving behind Man, flying down from above: a pair of black wings.

Oz. His left-hand claws grabbed and shoved aside a moon blade, while his right-hand claws sliced down the warlock’s back.

Man cried out, his focus dropping for an instant. And in that instant, Harrey’s rope invention flung out, wrapping itself around both of Man’s wrists.

Harrey pulled with all his might, forcing Man’s hands to lower.

The magic rope weakened just enough for Alice to grab and rip it off her arm. She stumbled to her knees from the sudden release.

Man cursed and fought against Harrey to raise his hands back up. “You cannot do this to me! I was once the great warlock Kalt! You will all cower before—”

Oz brought his fisted claws down onto Man’s head like a hammer, the force sinking Man’s feet into the soil like a struck nail.

Man teetered...tottered...then fell face down to the ground, the silver moons winking out of existence one by one.

The Red King roared. The tether connecting him to the crystal and to Alice’s power disintegrated, and both his shoulders now leaked energy like gory frothing bubbles.

Madnes heaved a sigh of relief, lowering the axe after having hit the left shoulder.

It was over.

Or was it?

The black fog whirled around the king as the man stood there, his breath puffing out in gray clouds, his eyes becoming streaked with black veins. Syn seeped into his body: through his nose, mouth, ears. His height doubled and features distorted, skin changing to a dark shade of purple as his limbs and torso doubled in size, covered in fur and hair. His armor broke away, and horns of fog rose up from his head.

He no longer looked human but a monstrous beast, something like a minotaur from ancient legend.
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Chapter 40:
Sacrifice
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‘WHAT IN THE WORLDS is that?!’ thought Madnes, watching the change overcome the Red King.

He’s soaking up the Syn—using it for power. My poor sister, she’ll be wrapped in darkness! the fairy raged.

Madnes let his own power glow along the axe blade.

The king in beast form now towered over them all, black energy crackling in his clawed hands. He cast his furry arm forward, palm out, and a lightning bolt of black shot down.

Madnes dashed out of the way in time, thanks to the fairy’s super speed. Where the black bolt hit, the soil rotted as if diseased.

Syn’s energy now gathered at different points along the beast king’s body, especially at the chest and joints. Madnes didn’t have long to observe, as another bolt of black crackled towards him.

Madnes launched himself out of the way, then spun midair to face the king’s right elbow. With a quick leap, he reached and swung the energy-coated axe into the elbow.

Madnes ducked low when the king’s other hand swatted for him in raging fury.

Bubbles of blackness oozed out of the injury on the beast king’s elbow. Madnes aimed for his right knee next, the king bellowing when the blade finally connected.

Madnes narrowly dodged another black lightning bolt, but the king’s foot rose and caught him with a kick instead.

Madnes rolled across the ground from the blow, bruised and bloody. Yet, the fairy’s power raised him back onto his feet and kept him going.

Stop him, Madnes! Put an end to this cursed evil! she urged.

He aimed for the king’s left knee, ducking as the king tried to squash him under a giant hand. The axe cut through, and black bubbles poured out.

*
[image: image]


ALICE GOT BACK ON HER feet and approached the giant crystal. Pelur and the other two dragon knights held the unconscious Man in Moon captive. Oz pressed against the crystal and looked to her with a plea in his gaze when she came.

Mavis wavered by her shoulder, barely holding onto her existence.

Alice sucked in a breath and laid her hands on the glassy surface, the crowv woman just beyond her as motionless as a sleeping statue.

She let the remaining light energy inside her pour into her hands and beat through the crystal.

C...CRACK!

A long crack raced up the length of the crystal.

There came a pause, and then the crystal fractured into a dozen large pieces, and the woman inside was fully revealed.

Oz flew to her, lifting the woman out of the crystal rubble and carrying her to the ground out of harm’s way. Alice followed.

“Mother? Mother. It’s me, your son. I found you,” Oz’s voice beckoned.

They watched as the crowv queen’s eyelids fluttered for a moment then opened. The blue eyes Oz remembered so well looked to him, and her lips tweaked into a familiar smile.

“Oz dear...? Is that really you? You look so much older...” She sat up slowly, taking in everything around her, the people, the ominous fog. “What is this place? What’s happened?”

Oz hugged her, holding her close. “Don’t worry, Mother. I’ll explain everything. You’re going to be fine, now,” he whispered against her shoulder.

“Alice, come.” Mavis touched her arm, and Alice followed her towards the beast king, to where Harrey and Cheshire were also watching and feeling useless to help. “My sister is trapped inside the king’s eyes. We must get her out,” said Mavis.

Alice swallowed down her fear. “Show me how.”
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THE BEAST KING STUMBLED to his knees, both of them now leaking bubbled blackness from cuts, and Madnes made a slash across the beast’s chest.

The king roared, a sound that rippled the air and echoed through his skull; more black bubbles oozed from the new slash.

A movement out the corner of Madnes’s eye made him pause, until he saw it was Alice—she came to him, with Mavis following.

While the king was still kneeling on the ground, his roar of rage made everyone’s ears cringe and burn with pain. Both nymph girls hurried to place their hands over the king’s eyes.

Mavis uttered words, and their hands pulsed with a sudden energy burst of sunlight.

Something began to rise from the king’s eyes, like a golden fog lifting.

Alice drew the golden fog away from the king with her palms, and as it descended, it began to grow and take form: gathering, condensing into the shape of a woman, whose green eyes then opened.

“Sister!” cried Mavis. The two old nymphs embraced, each looking as frail as a whisp of smoke in the breeze.

The fairy inside Madnes’s mind sighed with heavy relief.

The beast king’s body began to shift and swell suddenly, ending their touching reunion. Black fog from all across the Shadow Realm started pouring into him as they watched.

At first the king laughed, filled with the live feeling of power, but then his body swelled too much, and he couldn’t even rise to his feet. His breath heaved once more, and with a sudden swelling, his heart exploded inside his chest—unseen but for a brief bulge in the scrap of red fabric around his chest.

The king fell still and silent. Lifeless, never to harm another soul again.

They had defeated the Red King.

They should have all been thrilled, relieved, but to everyone’s horror, the fog of Syn did not stop coming: The king’s giant, lifeless body bulged, filling like a growing balloon and towering over them.

“Madnes?” shouted Alice, her face wide in alarm.

“We have to get him out of here!” cried Cheshire. “He’s dead, but Syn is still using him. It’ll destroy all of Wonderland if he explodes!”

Madnes’s thoughts raced for a solution. ‘Fairy, can the Syn be destroyed?’

The fairy shook her head. We never found a way. I’m not sure it’s even possible.

Madnes watched desperately as the darkness swelled inside the beast king. Mavis came up to him. “There is a portal near here that I know of. It leads into the vacuum of space. We could send the Syn there,” she suggested.

There wasn’t much time to think about it. He nodded quickly, and she glided off across the ground to the far side of the field, which was more visible now that the fog had somewhere else to go. There, she uncovered a patch of soil that reflected like a pool of water.

Okay. Now they just had to get the king’s body over there, somehow.

Harrey moved towards the king, and tendrils of darkness snaked through the air at him.

“Don’t!” Cheshire caught his sleeve and pulled him back. “If you touch that darkness, it could consume you too. It has gathered itself into a terrible force.”

Alice stepped forward. “With my light, maybe I can.”

Cheshire stopped her too, paws waving. “Even the nymphs cannot combat such darkness! Don’t you understand? They would have banished Syn by now if they could have.”

“But how are we supposed to move the guy?” Harrey waved his hands urgently.

Cheshire cast about, unsure. But Madnes knew, and he marched towards the beast.

“Madnes, you can’t!” Cheshire and Alice both moved to stop him.

But he raised his palm, forestalling them. “Someone has to—and I’ve already been exposed to it, anyway. Perhaps being from Earth gives me some form of tolerance. Besides, I’ve got the Madness Solver power helping me.”

He gave them a wink.

And then he charged ahead, holding the axe out. With it, he braced against the beast’s stomach, using the axe as leverage, and pushed the former king bit by bit across the ground.

The body was getting heavier and heavier, bigger and bigger—a monstrosity soon to explode and doom them all.

‘Faster, I need to go faster! Fairy, give me everything you’ve got!’

The king’s growing body moved under Madnes’s strength.

A third way across the field...

Halfway across the field...

Almost reaching to where Mavis stood waiting...

Dark tendrils of Syn crawled around the axe haft and up Madnes’s arms.

He winced. His boots pressed deeper into the ground, moving step by step.

The darkness tried to get inside his head again. Tendrils of black fog targeted his left eye, sinking into his vision, making his eye burn with pain.

He cried out, pushing faster and faster, and again turned his thoughts to God and hope.

Mavis stepped out of the way as he approached, and the portal pool finally lay before him.

With a final shout of exertion, Madnes shoved the beast king into the gray portal.

The darkness of Syn writhed and hissed as the giant body tipped into the pool and sank.

The surface of the portal swirled for one moment, growing wide as if preparing to swallow, and then...the beast king was gone.

Madnes raised his head, his chest heaving for breath, and he looked around. The Shadow Realm was no longer filled with darkness and shadows. Soft beams of light reached the soil, and where light touched upon Mavis, her body gained more solidity and glowed.

Harrey, Cheshire and Alice cheered, jumping up and down and hugging one another. Pelur shouted to the sky in triumph. Oz supported his mother as she tried to walk over to them.

Madnes inhaled deeply, his lungs swelling with freshened air.

This was good. This was what he’d wanted—his friends free, Wonderland safe, Oswick saved.

It had all been worth it. Even if a part of him was still sad knowing he would not be around to enjoy it.

The clock inked on his wrist had turned fully black.

His time was up.

Madnes felt his body collapse, almost in slow-motion, falling backwards, his head cushioned by the soil.

He heard Alice and Harrey cry out.

The sky was turning blue above him, though he could only fully see it with his right eye.

‘Thanks, fairy,’ he thought. ‘You know, I think we made a pretty good team, in the end.’

Hm. I agree. The fairy watched him, her gaze dampening with something like regret.

‘I wish I could have had more time...but at least the part I did live was worth it.’

Now stop that; you’re making me feel sad, she said. Look, you’ve gone and made all your friends sad, too.

He glanced from each face that now crowded around above him: Alice, Oz, Harrey, Cheshire, Pelur...even Mavis, her freed sister, and the crowv queen. Each one holding an expression of worry and sorrow.

And then, as Madnes watched, from the sky descended another dragon—the white female dragon, and a familiar figure standing on her head and waving down at them.

Madnes felt his lips grin. It wasn’t long before Uncle Cosmic joined the circle around him. “Uncle, you jerk...you had me worried,” he mumbled faintly.

Cosmic shook his head. “You should know by now how invincible I am, lad.” His smile twitched down. “You, on the other hand, should’ve been takin’ better care of yourself.”

Madnes didn’t have the strength to laugh. He moved his hand to Alice’s, clasping it. “Alice, Mavis...I need you to do me one last favor.”

Alice gripped his hand, tears flooding her eyes.

“I need you to free the nymph of the Madness Solver...” he said. “She doesn’t need to be a prisoner anymore.”

Cheshire gave a start. “But Wonderland still needs a Madness Solver, a peacekeeper! The darkness hasn’t all left; evil still roams.”

“You’ll find a way... But it’s about time she got to be with her sisters.”

The fairy stared at Madnes in open shock.

‘What?’ he asked.

That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever tried to do for me, she told him.

‘Yeah, well, I’m dying anyway.’ He held out his imagined hand. ‘It’s been good working with you.’

The fairy unfolded her arms and shook his hand. You weren’t so bad yourself.

Mavis raised her palms above Madnes’s head, but Alice was hesitant. Madnes gave her a light nod when their eyes met.

After a moment, she finally placed her hands to the side of his head.

Just like they had done with the king, their power called out and drew their sister forth, breaking the spell that had bound the fairy. She left Madnes’s head like a white fog, before coalescing into a solid human form of opal skin and purple wings.

Goodbye, she whispered to him.

The world in Madnes’s right eye was dimming, and his lungs wouldn’t take another breath.

This was it.

He could feel Alice and Harrey holding his hands, Cosmic and Oz gripping his arm, and Cheshire’s soft paw on his cheek.

He wanted to stay for them, but he couldn’t; his body wouldn’t listen.

He would have to wait for them to join him in the next life, in heaven.

He waited for his body to give in and finally shut down...

......

...

..

.

A golden light blossomed suddenly inside his mind.

‘What is this?’ he wondered.

Alice appeared in his subconscious, much like how the fairy used to.

Madnes, she spoke, I’m not ready to let you go. Do you hear me? We can face the worlds together, for far much longer than this. Take a part of my life.

She handed him a glowing sphere, the core of her spirit, and pressed it to his chest...

Madnes gasped when air suddenly filled his lungs again, and new life force spilled through his veins.

He opened his right eye.
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Chapter 41:
A New Beginning
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MADNES COVERED A YAWN as he strolled past the palace courtyard. The Wonderland sky was bright today, a nice bluish green. Workers along the walls were painting patterns of emerald and gold—removing the red, angry look of the palace’s castle and the reminders linked to it.

He had to tilt his head further to the side for a better look. It wasn’t as easy to see the world through just one good eye; he kept bumping into things, now.

You’ll get used to it, said a voice in his head.

“If you say so,” he said aloud.

Look, there’s Oz.

Madnes turned to the high balcony overhead, where Oz was holding his mother’s hands and helping her to stretch out her wings and fly. The crowv queen had been regaining her strength, if slowly, over the past month.

Her spirit seemed bright today, as was Oz’s smile. Her baking was just as wonderful as he remembered, too. She still made the best cream buns—not just the best of Oswick, but of both worlds.

A new crown of gold feathers perched on Oz’s head, sunlight glinting off it. He spotted Madnes and waved. Oz was now king of Wonderland, and few objected to it.

The sudden death of the Red King remained a mystery to most, simply because the whole truth would be too strange and difficult for most citizens to comprehend. But what they did know was that most of Syn was now gone and the Shadow Realm was once more livable.

Oz shared the truth about the nymphs being innocent victims of the king’s plot, and he proclaimed throughout the kingdom that no one was allowed to harm a nymph, on penalty of death. Sure, some people made a fuss about it, but Wonderland was prospering and all seemed well, so they couldn’t complain much.

‘Oz makes a good king,’ thought Madnes. He waved back to Oz and his mother.

The dragon knights were off patrolling, and he thought he recognized a purple dragon soaring high and munching on a tree as if it were a lollipop.

Man in Moon would soon stand trial for all of his crimes and face execution, under royal law, so that he could never hurt another person with his evil spells again. As for the trolls and other lackies, most had gone into hiding.

On his way to the portal, Madnes spotted the three nymph sisters having tea at a lattice table, soaking up the sun’s warmth.

Fairy fluttered her wings and glanced his way, while her sisters chattered over years’ worth of catching up. She tipped him a smile, and he tipped his top hat in return.

He came to the portal with a metallic tree frame. Since the Terraforming spell had ended, all of the portals were now back to normal, their surfaces a calm swirl.

He stepped through...and into Oswick.

It was sunny, and the sky clear but for the trails of steam rising from the town’s many chimneys. The familiar airship hummed high above, transporting goods and whatnot from the mainland.

The island had been restored to normal; the missing chunks of terraformed land and missing people were all returned to their previous state. But the incident had affected the citizens of Oswick—none of them knowing what had caused such a frightening thing to happen. Theories ran rampant, including the idea that aliens had landed.

Madnes sighed. If only they knew the truth was far stranger than aliens.

He walked along the streets and passed by the Madness Solver office, which still looked like a giant mushroom to him but to everyone else a normal building. The sign creaked in the breeze, Madness Solver: we solve cases, not shenanigans.

Alice chuckled. So, Madnes, are you ready to start work again? Oswick needs a Madness Solver just as much as Wonderland does.

‘I know, I know. I’m just enjoying this break. Who knows how long it will last?’ he replied in his mind.

True... You haven’t forgotten our date tonight, have you?

‘Hey, I’m the one who planned it! There’s supposed to be a great meteor shower tonight, too, which I thought would be fun for us to watch together, after dinner...’

Sounds romantic.

Madnes felt his face blush.

Once we’re out of high school, I expect an engagement ring, just so you know.

‘That soon?’ he exclaimed. ‘I mean, we’ll need our own place to live in. I guess my mushroom office does have a second floor we could use...’

Alice had given him a part of her life. And while being a nymph meant she would live for a very long time, that time was now shortened. He couldn’t thank her enough. He loved her, and now they could finally share this life together.

Since she’d transformed into her spirit form and entered his mind to save him, she could now switch between her physical and spirit forms with ease. And that meant she could get her life force nourishment from nature and the planet itself, rather than from him, like Fairy had. And of course, she wasn’t bound and trapped by a seal like Fairy had been, either.

There was a downside to it all, however. Not being sealed meant that the Madness Solver power couldn’t be passed down to someone else. And with both Alice and Madnes’s lifespans only being the length of an average human’s now...

Well, there was still time to search for a solution. Maybe they could find a different way to create the next Madness Solver.

Madnes headed down the street towards his home, when someone shouted his name. He stiffened and slowly turned, his face cringing.

Inspector Coolette came trotting up to him, the wings on his eyepatch fluttering. Madnes felt an uneasy twinge—they both shared something in common now: missing sight in one eye.

He was determined never to wear an outlandish eyepatch, though.

“Hatter boy,” said the inspector. “You’ve been more slippery than a fish to get ahold of.”

‘Oh crud.’ Madnes glanced to the side with a forced smile. “Is there something I can do for you, inspector?”

Coolette leaned close, and checked both ways as if someone might listen in. “I know you have something to do with all the strange things that have been happening around here. I don’t know why or how, but I know you are connected to it in some way.”

Madnes waved his palms in self-defense. “Me? I’ve never done anything to hurt this town—I never would! It wasn’t because of me that the park and other places disappeared.”

Coolette’s eye narrowed with suspicion. “No, but you knew why it was happening. I can tell.”

Madnes gave an innocent shrug.

“But since Oswick has returned to normal, perhaps you had a hand in that as well? Your left eye doesn’t look quite the same...” he questioned.

Madnes simply gazed back with a clueless expression.

The inspector straightened. “Well, either way, I’ll be keeping an eye on you. And I don’t mean that as a joke or pun.”

“Sure, of course,” said Madnes. He gave a polite nod and trotted onward before the guy could find anything more to say. Coolette watched him go, eyepatch wings twitching.

Madnes reached the house, with its giant top hat for a roof, and for once he wasn’t put off by the over-the-top hat designer shop.

Dad had left again on another business trip, but before he had, he patted the top of Madnes’s hat and straightened his bowtie, next giving him a nod of approval. “You’ve grown into the role well,” he said.

Stunned, Madnes didn’t know what to say. Did he know about the Madness Solver power? Did Mom know all along, too?

And with that word of acknowledgment, Dad had left.

Madnes now went indoors and found Mom busy stitching the trim around a blue shark hat.

“Madnes, they’re waiting for you out back,” she told him.

Madnes took one look at the fabric shark head, then asked, “Really? Who commissioned you to make that?”

She slapped his shoulder. “Don’t be rude! It’s not for us to judge if someone wants to wear a shark on their head,” she said mock sternly. “If you make fun of this hat anymore, this shark might just eat you up!”

She lifted the shark jaws wide to chase after him, but Madnes was already hurrying away.

He grinned to himself.

Mom would never change.

Outside in the backyard at the lattice table, flowers all abloom in the garden around them, sat Cheshire, Harrey, Uncle Cosmic, Ash and Drisel.

Madnes bumped into a chair as he tried to sit.

Alice’s spirit left him and solidified into her physical body, wearing a flowery green dress.

The others looked up from their tea and crumpets. Uncle Cosmic was partway through telling the story about how he’d survived his fight against the white dragon. And Ash’s expression was all awe, listening.

“...So I held onto the dragon’s ear as we fell into the ocean, see. Quite a splash that made, let me tell ya! I’d have died if not for the dragon’s bulk taking most of the impact. She bruised her wing real bad and had t’ transform back into her human form.

“We paddled about the waves, then, and tried floatin’ on our backs. It wasn’t easy for her, with all that knight armor on. I tried t’ steer us back to the island, but the current was goin’ against us. Yeah, it was a long time before the sea dragon lady found us and hauled us back t’ land.”

Madnes shook his head. “And let me guess, you charmed the woman knight into switching sides and giving you a lift to come and help us?”

Cosmic grinned toothily. “That’s right! How’d you know?”

He shared a look with Cheshire. “Just a lucky guess.”

Harrey and Alice both guffawed, trying not to choke on buttery crumpets.

Madnes sipped earl grey tea while everybody continued chatting around the table.

It was good to have them all here. And it was funny to think that, not long ago, his introvert self would have avoided a gathering such as this.

Now, he was just grateful to be alive and hear their laughter.

He leaned back in the lattice chair, setting the maroon top hat with its goggles on his lap, and watched a wisp of steam as it rose from the floral teapot spout up to the sky.
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THANK YOU
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THANK YOU FOR FOLLOWING Madnes Hatter on all his crazy adventures! I hope you’ve come to love this version of Wonderland as much as I have. Will there be more adventures in the future? Maybe! Especially if more readers demand it. ;) Here’s a nerdy piece of trivia for you: Madnes’s hat on the cover is based on a real steampunk hat I bought as part of a costume. When I saw the hat in the store, my nerdy author-self leaped for joy and shouted “That’s it! That’s my character’s hat!”

Yeah, we authors be weird, lol—but only in the best of ways.

If you loved the Madness Solver in Wonderland books and want to share them with other readers, please consider leaving an honest review on Amazon and Goodreads. This makes a huge difference for indie authors like me!

Amazon

B&N

Goodreads

Other retailer links

You can be the first to learn about new releases, extra content and book sales by signing up for my newsletter at:

eerawls.com/newsletter

A huge thank you to Rachael and all my Blog Battle buddies for their encouraging words and input as I crafted this tale! And thank you to all who read the story and quickly became fans—I loved reading your comments!

Lastly, thank you, Mother, for helping me with all the details and making this story be the best it can be!

Above all, thanks be to God, who makes me able.
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OTHER BOOKS
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The Alteredverse

BOOKS IN THE Alteredverse are standalone tales that take place in our world, at different points in time, and they often feature the humanoid Altered Ones (read Portal to Eartha for the origin story of the Altered).

They can be read in any order. Some books take place during our time, and some far into the future. To see the full Timeline of events, and where each book fits, visit:

eerawls.com/alteredverse

~
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IF YOU ENJOYED THE world of Madness Solver, be sure to check out the other books in the Alteredverse. Also, check out the series Draev Guardians that takes place in the Earthaverse—the twin planet to our world (it can be read at any time and separately from Alteredverse books).

Recommended reading order:

	Portal to Eartha

	Beast of the Night

	Madness Solver in Wonderland
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Strayborn
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(Draev Guardians 1)
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Amazon | B&N| Goodreads

Dive into a new series of adventure, monsters and elemental powers.

Also available in paperback and hardback wherever books are sold—plus you can request it from your local library!
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How you can help
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REVIEWS HELP BOOST a book on retailer websites so that it’ll be found by more readers, which in turn helps support the author. Would you please leave a review at Amazon and Goodreads? It doesn’t have to be much, just click on how many stars you want to rate the book, and maybe add a sentence or two on your thoughts.

Amazon

B&N

Goodreads

Other retailer links
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Titles by E.E. Rawls
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Earthaverse:

Draev Guardians series

Strayborn (1)

Storm & Choice (0.5)

Dragons & Ravens (1.5)

...

Alteredverse:

Standalone Tales

(can be read in any order)

Portal to Eartha

Beast of the Night

Madness Solver in Wonderland

...

COMING SOON:

Strayblood (2)

Frost

...

Know when the next book is coming out by following Rawls’s newsletter:

eerawls.com/newsletter

...

www.eerawls.com
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Portal to Eartha
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Amazon | B&N| Goodreads

Future Japan. A clue to a secret portal world.

The only hope for Lotus, an Altered girl with the gift of Healing, on the run from the mafia...
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Beast of the Night
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Amazon | B&N| Goodreads

A one-armed, practical girl. A rude lord hiding a curse. A dark secret with the town’s fate hanging in the balance...

A Beauty and the Beast retelling with an Austrian twist and a new breed of curse.
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Get the FREE short story:
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Storm&Choice
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About the Author

[image: image]


E.E. RAWLS IS THE PRODUCT of a traveling family, who even lived in Italy for 6 years. She loves exploring the unknown, whether it be in a forest, the ruins of a forgotten castle, or in the pages of a book. Her brain runs on coffee, cuddly cats, and the mysterious beauty of nature while she writes.

Visit her online at www.eerawls.com for extra content and get the FREE Draev Guardians short story: STORM & CHOICE. To receive updates, subscribe to her newsletter!
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Coming Soon:
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