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PROLOGUE


AN INTERLUDE IN THE OLD CITY
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In a City where everything was grey and fog-covered and monsters lurked behind every echoing footfall, there was a little man who collected stories. He sat in a parlor covered in roses and this little man was small and neat, his head covered in golden-brown ringlets and his eyes bright and green like a rose’s leaves. He wore a velvet suit of rose red and he urged a cup of tea on his visitor, a wide-eyed girl who looked about her in wonder. She was not certain how she’d gotten here, only that this strange little man had helped her when she thought she was lost.


“Do you like stories?” the little man asked.


He was called Cheshire, and the girl thought that was a very odd name, though this room and his cottage were very pretty.


“Yes,” she said. She was very young still, and did not know yet what Cheshire had saved her from when he came upon her wandering in the streets near his cottage. She was lucky, more than lucky, that it was he who found her.


“I like stories too,” Cheshire said. “I collect them. I like this story because I have a part to play in it—a small part, to be sure, but a part nonetheless.


“Once, there was a girl called Alice, and she lived in the New City, where everything is shining and beautiful and fair. But Alice was a curious girl with a curious talent. She was a Magician. Do you know what a Magician is?”


The girl shook her head. “But I have heard of them. They could do wonders but the ministers drove all the Magicians out of the City long ago.”


“Well,” Cheshire said, and winked. “They thought they did, but a few Magicians remained. And Alice was one of them, though she did not know it yet.


“She had magic, and because of that she was vulnerable, and a girl who was supposed to be Alice’s friend sold her for money to a very bad man called the Rabbit.”


“He was a rabbit?” the girl asked, confused.


“Not really, though he had rabbit ears on a man’s body,” Cheshire said. “The Rabbit hurt Alice, and wanted to hurt her more, wanted to sell her to a man called the Walrus who ate girls for their magic.”


The wide-eyed girl put her cup of tea on Cheshire’s rose-covered table and stared. “Ate? Like really eat?”


“Oh, yes, my dear,” Cheshire said. “He ate them all up in his belly. But Alice was quick and clever and she got away from the Rabbit before he could feed her to the Walrus. The Rabbit marked Alice, though, marked her with a long scar on her face to say she was his. My resourceful Alice marked him too—she took his eye out.


“But little Alice, she was broken and sad and confused, and her parents locked her away in a hospital for confused people. There she met a madman with an axe named Hatcher, a madman who grew to love her.


“Hatcher and Alice escaped from the hospital, and traveled through the Old City in search of their pasts and in search of a monster called the Jabberwocky who made the streets run with blood and corpses.”


The girl shuddered. “I know about him.”


“Then I should tell you that Alice, clever Alice, turned him into a butterfly with her magic so that he could never hurt anyone again, and she put that butterfly in a jar in her pocket and there he is till this day—unless he is dead, which is entirely possible.”


“And what of the Rabbit and the Walrus?” the girl asked. “What became of them?”


“Nothing good, my dear,” Cheshire said. “Nothing good at all, for they were bad men and bad men meet bad ends.”


“As they should,” the girl said firmly. “What about Alice? Did she have a happy ending?”


“I don’t know,” Cheshire said.




PART ONE


THE FOREST
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Alice was a Magician, albeit one who did not know very much about her own magic. She was escaping a City that hated and feared Magicians, which was one of the reasons why she didn’t know so very much about it. Alice was tall and blue-eyed and a little broken inside, but her companion didn’t mind because his insides were more jumbled than hers could ever be.


Hatcher was a murderer, and he knew quite a lot about it. Alice thought that Hatcher knew so much about it that he ought to be capitalized too—a Magician and her Murderer. He was tall and grey-eyed and mad and dangerous but he loved her too, and so they stayed together, both stumbling toward a future that would let them leave their past in the past.


She wished she could do something magical like in a fairy story—make a carpet to fly on, or summon up a handy unicorn to ride. It seemed very useless to be a Magician without spectacular tricks at hand.


At the very least she would have liked to be able to summon a bicycle, though the thought of Hatcher balancing on two wheels while holding his axe made her giggle. Anything would be better than this tunnel, an endless, narrow semidarkness with no relief in sight. She never would have entered it had she known it would take so long to get out again—three days at least, by her reckoning.


Alice thought it must be close to that long, although they had no true way to determine the passage of time.


They slept when they were tired, ate what little provisions they had left in the sack Hatcher carried. Soon enough they were hungry and thirsty, though it had become a familiar feeling and therefore just another discomfort. Food and water never seemed to be a regular occurrence since their escape from the hospital and its regular delivery of porridge morning and night.


During the long walk Alice dreamed of the open fields and trees that she would find at the end, a beautiful verdant land described by Pipkin, the rabbit they rescued from the Walrus’ fight ring. Anything, she thought, would be better than the crushing fog and darkness of the Old City.


Hatcher, in his own Hatcher way, alternated between moody silence and fits of mania. When not brooding he would run ahead of Alice and then back again over and over until he was white and breathless. Sometimes he stopped to box with the walls until his hands were bloody, or take chunks out of the wall with his axe. It seemed to Alice that there was more brooding and less running about than usual, though to be fair he had more to brood on.


He’d just remembered he had a daughter, more than ten years after she’d been sold to a trader far to the East. It wasn’t really his fault that he’d forgotten her, because the events of that day had turned him from Nicholas into the mad Hatcher he was now. Alice suspected that there was guilt and anger and helplessness all churned up inside him, and these feelings mixed with his dreams of blood and sometimes she saw all of this running over his face but he never spoke of it.


And, Alice thought, he’s probably a bit angry with me for putting him to sleep when it was time to face the Jabberwocky.


Alice didn’t regret the decision, though she knew it didn’t suit Hatcher’s notion of himself as her protector. Hatcher had a tendency to swing his axe first and think later, and as it happened, no blood-spilling had been required to defeat the ancient Magician.


She felt the reassuring weight of the little jar in her pants pocket, deliberately turned her mind away from it. Soon enough the Jabberwocky inside would be dead, if he were not already.


The tunnel, which proceeded along level ground since the initial entry into the Old City, sloped abruptly upward. It was then that Alice noticed the lanterns set at intervals had disappeared and that the interior of the cave was lightening.


Hatcher trotted up the steep incline while Alice labored after him, tripping several times and clawing in the dirt to push her body upright. Everything always seemed much harder for Alice, who was not as strong nor as graceful as Hatcher. Occasionally it seemed that her body was actively working against her progress.


When they finally emerged, blinking in the sunlight, Alice decided her disposition was not well suited to a life underground.


She crawled over the lip of the cave entrance, half blind after days underground and squinting through slitted eyes, expecting the soft brush of grass beneath her fingers. Instead there was something that felt like very fine ash, and a few scrubby grey plants poking brave faces toward the sun.


Alice forced her eyes to open wide. It took much more effort than it ought to; her eyes did not want all that glaring light and kept stubbornly closing against her will.


Hatcher ran ahead, already adjusted and seemingly glorying in the freedom after the constraint of the tunnel. She was aware of him as a half-formed shadow through her partially closed lids. He stopped suddenly, and his stillness made Alice struggle to her feet and take a proper look around. Once she had she almost wished she hadn’t, for this wasn’t an improvement over their recent tunnel life.


They had emerged on the side of a hill that faced what must have once been an open meadow, perhaps dotted with wildflowers and trees and filled with tall grasses. Now there was nothing before them but a blackened waste stretching for miles, broken only by the occasional mound or hill.


“This isn’t what we expected,” Hatcher said.


“No,” Alice said, her voice faint. “What happened here?”


Hatcher shrugged. “There’s no one around to ask.”


Alice fought down the tears that threatened as she looked at the blight all around them. There was nothing to cry about here—no criminals kidnapping women, no streets lined with blood and corpses, no Rabbit to steal her away.


It’s only a wasteland. There’s no one here to hurt you or Hatcher. You can survive this. This is nothing.


Perhaps if she repeated this to herself often enough she could make it true. This is nothing, nothing at all.


But the promise of paradise beyond the walls of the City had sustained her, the dream of a mountain valley and a lake and a sky that was actually blue instead of grey. To have been through so much and discovered only this burned-out land seemed such a poor reward that crying seemed the only reasonable option. She let a few disappointed tears fall, saw them drop into the ash beneath her feet and immediately disappear. Then she scrubbed her face and told herself that was enough of that, thank you very kindly.


Alice walked around the hill to see what lay in the other direction. The New City sparkled in the distance, its high walls and tall white buildings shimmering on the horizon. Caught within the ring of the New City was the blackened sore of the Old City, completely encircled by its neighbor.


“I never realized it was so big,” Alice said as Hatcher joined her. His burst of energy had passed and he was subdued again, though by his troubles or by the landscape Alice did not know.


The combined Cities were a vast blot upon the landscape, stretching into the horizon. Of course it must be tremendous, Alice thought. It took them many days to cross from the hospital to the Rabbit’s lair, and still they had seen only a fraction of the Old City. The close-packed structures of the Old City had, somehow, made it seem smaller.


“Now what to do?” Alice muttered, returning to the cave entrance. Hatcher trailed behind her, silent, his mind obviously elsewhere.


They had counted upon being able to forage for food and water once they escaped the tunnel, but that seemed impossible now.


“There must be a village or town somewhere,” she said to Hatcher. “Not everyone in the world comes from the City. And there must be something beyond this blight, else Cheshire and the other Magicians would not have been interested in maintaining the tunnel.”


Hatcher crouched and ran his fingers through the dark substance that covered the ground. “It was all burned.”


“Yes,” Alice agreed. “But burned unnaturally, somehow. That doesn’t seem like ordinary fire ash.”


“Magic?” Hatcher asked.


“I suppose,” she said. “But why would a Magician want to burn all the land in sight? And how recently has all this occurred? It seems the burning goes right up to the edge of the New City. How was it that the City was not burned too?”


“Whatever happened, you can be certain that no one in the City was told of it,” Hatcher said.


“But the residents of the New City,” Alice said. “How could such a thing occur without their notice?”


“You once lived in the New City,” Hatcher said. “Did you notice anything that you weren’t told to notice by the ministers?”


“No,” Alice admitted. “But then, I was a child when I lived there. I didn’t notice much beyond my own garden, and my governess, and my family.”


And Dor, she thought, but she didn’t say it aloud. Little Dor-a-mouse, scuttling for the Rabbit. Dor, who had sold Alice to a man who’d raped her, who’d tried to break her. Dor, her best friend in all the world.


Thinking of Dor made Alice remember their tea party with the Rabbit and the Walrus, and the enormous plate of cakes, beautiful cakes with high crowns of brightly colored frosting. She’d give anything for a cake right now, although not one of the Rabbit’s cakes, which had been filled with powders to make her sick and compliant.


For a moment she wished for one of Cheshire’s magic parcels filled with food, but then remembered that such a thing would require a connection to Cheshire that she didn’t want.


She might be able to summon up food for them. Her only excuse for not doing such a thing before was that she wasn’t yet accustomed to the idea of being a Magician. Perhaps, when they were far from the City, she could search for another Magician, one who might teach her. They couldn’t all be terrible, couldn’t all be like the Caterpillar and the Rabbit and Cheshire and the Jabberwocky.


She must stop thinking of the Jabberwocky. The wish had said she would forget him, and he would die because of that. So she needed to forget, because she never again wanted to see the results of the Jabberwocky’s rage. The streets of the Old City lined with bodies and rivers of blood, those streets utterly silent, nothing living remaining except her and Hatcher.


Much like this, really, Alice thought. Just her and Hatcher and the burned land.


Sitting in the ruins of what was probably magical fire, remembering the horrors committed by those men in the Old City, the belief of the existence of a good Magician seemed naïve.


“Maybe power corrupts them,” Alice said.


It was a frightening thought, one that made her suddenly reluctant to try any magic at all. She’d spent years under the influence of drugs that made her think she was insane. She was only just learning who Alice was, what it was like to be her own self. She would rather use no magic at all than become someone unrecognizable.


“Power corrupts who?” Hatcher asked.


“Hm?”


“You said, ‘Maybe power corrupts them.’”


“The Magicians,” she said. “We’ve yet to meet a decent one.”


“Yes,” Hatcher agreed. “That doesn’t mean they don’t exist. In the story Cheshire told us, a good Magician saved the world from the Jabberwocky. At least for a while.”


“Of course,” Alice said. “I’d forgotten.”


“It’s easy to forget the good things,” Hatcher said, and this statement seemed to set off another fit of brooding. He sat back in the ash and began idly drawing with the point of one of the many knives he carried.


Alice decided to leave him to it. Hatcher wasn’t voluble at the best of times, and forcing him to talk would only leave them both irritated.


It couldn’t hurt to try a little magic. They obviously weren’t going any farther at the moment, and Alice was hungry.


The only magic she had performed thus far—on purpose, anyway—had been in the form of wishing. She’d wished the Jabberwocky into a butterfly; she’d wished the connection between herself and Cheshire broken. A delicious meal should only be a wish away, then.


Alice sat a few feet away from Hatcher and his drawings. She noted that he wasn’t merely idly tracing shapes in the dirt. There appeared to be a pattern to his work, and the pattern was growing larger and more complex. He was on the balls of his feet now, crouched like a monkey, darting to and fro as he added to the design on the ground.


“What are you doing?” she asked, curious.


He grunted at her, and Alice frowned. Well, if he is going to be that way about it. She deliberately turned her back on his activity and concentrated on her own task.


First, she thought with a thrill of anticipation, what to wish for?


Alice had a terrible sweet tooth, one that had not been suppressed in the least by ten years of bland oat porridge. Her first instinct was to wish for plates of cookies and cakes, and a large pot of steaming tea and pretty china cups to pour the tea into. But that was not a practical wish. Even Alice knew that they could not walk for miles on nothing but frosting and butter.


What, then? Something that would pack up easily in Hatcher’s bag, and not spoil in this bleak, hot landscape. It was very hot, Alice realized. Beads of sweat had formed on her forehead and upper lip and trickled down her chest. The tunnel they’d left was cool and dark. Now the full scorch of the sun made the shirt and jacket and heavy trousers Alice wore cling to her skin, which resulted in her being more cross and more uncomfortable than she already was.


She took the jacket off, transferring the little knife she always carried to the belt of her trousers. She put her hands in front of her, palms down, though it felt a little foolish to do so. Alice had an odd idea that the magic would come out of her hands. She closed her eyes and focused hard on what she wanted.


“I wish for … six meat pies,” she decided. “And a dozen apples. And a jug of fresh milk.”


She opened her eyes and peered under her hands. Nothing. Only fine grey ash, and the hot wind lazily blowing it in little swirls and eddies.


Alice frowned. Now, why hadn’t that worked? She kept her hands in her lap this time, and repeated the words, staring at the blank space in front of her intently.


Again, nothing. She realized Hatcher had ceased his frenzy of activity and peered over her shoulder.


“I don’t think it works like that,” Hatcher said. He sounded almost normal, like the fever that seized him had passed.


“What do you know about it?” Alice snapped. She felt a little embarrassed, like she’d been caught being naughty.


Hatcher shrugged. “As much as you, I suppose. Or probably less.”


“Then why do you think it wouldn’t work?” Alice asked.


“You’re trying to make something out of nothing,” Hatcher said. “When you wished the Jabberwock into the jar as a butterfly, you were using the Jabberwock himself to start with. When you broke the connection between you and Cheshire, you were breaking something already in place. You didn’t start with nothing.”


Alice frowned. “And what about when I pushed the Jabberwocky away from you? I made something out of nothing then.”


Hatcher shook his head. “No. You used your own fear, your own love, and you pushed it toward the Jabberwock.”


“I’m hungry and thirsty,” Alice said. “Why can’t that make food, then, if love and fear can chase away a monster?”


“You’re the Magician,” Hatcher said, and he waited to see what she would do.


“Something from something,” Alice muttered. “So many rules, always, no matter where we go. What’s the good of being a Magician if you can’t help yourself now and then?”


“I’d say all the Magicians we’ve known have done nothing but help themselves,” Hatcher said. He cocked his head to one side. “Do you hear that?”


“What?” Alice asked. She was busy scooping ash and piling it into little mounds, each about the size of the meat pies she wished for.


Hatcher stood, gazing off in the direction of the City, his hand shielding his eyes from the sun. “Something buzzing.”


Alice heard it then—a low, whiny sort of buzz, not the kind an animal would make, but a machine. She abandoned her ash project and stood next to Hatcher, mirroring his posture. There was a black blot in the air just above the City.


“What is that?” Alice asked, trying to make sense of the shape and the noise.


Hatcher shook his head slowly. “I don’t know, but it isn’t natural. No insect makes that kind of noise.”


“No insect should be that large either,” Alice said. “Unless it’s magical.”


“Cheshire?” Hatcher wondered aloud. “But why such an obvious display?”


“Yes, it seemed he preferred to keep his power under wraps,” Alice said. “He likes to operate in secret.”


Perhaps there was another, unknown Magician in the City. This was certainly possible, even probable. The very existence of the Magicians that they had already encountered proved the City government had been unable to drive them all out.


The buzzing grew in volume despite the distance of the object. As Alice and Hatcher watched, the black blot broke into several smaller blots.


“A flying machine?” Alice asked.


“I’ve never known of one so small,” Hatcher said. “You saw them from the window in the hospital.”


“Yes,” Alice said.


The airships were always large and silver and slow-moving, and the passing of one had seemed as thrilling as a parade, given how infrequently they flew over the skies of the City and the lack of excitement generally in the hospital. Entertainment, as such, was limited to the days when the workers would try to take Hatcher out for a bath. Alice amused herself some days by counting the number of noses and fingers Hatcher managed to break before they gave in and left him in his cell.


There was a flash of metal from the approaching objects, and the buzzing that preceded them ground in Alice’s skull. She covered her ears just as Hatcher tugged her toward the tunnel entrance. She gave him a puzzled look and removed one hand long enough to hear his answer.


“Whatever it is, we don’t want to be out in the open,” Hatcher said.


Hatcher ducked inside the tunnel, pulling Alice after him. She would have rolled down the incline again if he wasn’t gripping her upper arm with a strength that bruised. Alice dug her elbows and toes into the packed dirt, pressing her hands hard against her ears. Beside her, Hatcher had the eye-rolling look he got when he was agitated. The noise had set him off again. He was shaking all over, a fine trembling like clenched muscles about to release.


And just when he’d settled down, too, Alice thought. She didn’t mind his fits as much as she probably ought to, but he could be very impulsive when he was in this state. Part of her feared that he would leap out of the hole in the ground and attract the attention of whatever approached.


The noise penetrated the mouth of the tunnel, seemed to seep into the earth and through the flimsy cover of Alice’s fingers. She felt like a worm, returning to the earth for safe haven.


“My jacket,” she said, remembering she had left it out in the open on the side of the hill. And she also remembered the complicated pattern Hatcher had carved in the ash. Whatever creature approached, Alice hoped it would not notice the signs of their presence.


The sound reached its crescendo long before the objects passed overhead. Alice actually thought for a moment that the blots had gone by and she had somehow missed them.


Then there was a flash of silver, followed by another, and another. They seemed like a weird school of fish in a stream, miraculously lifted to the clouds. Alice realized what she was seeing were flying machines, as she’d initially thought, but not like any flying machine she had seen before.


Instead of the huge, stately airships with their giant balloons and large propellers, these were slim pods, perhaps the length of a tall man. Each pod had a small propeller at one end, though Alice could not see how the tiny things made the pods move or how they would have managed to get off the ground without the assistance of magic. Each pod was ridden astride by a man in strange black clothing—clothes that clung tightly to their bodies and covered their head and faces.


Mother would call those clothes indecent, Alice thought.


She glanced at Hatcher and noticed his lips moving. He silently counted all the ships until they disappeared, sweat running down both sides of his face as he fought for some measure of control. The fliers had not appeared to notice the hole in the side of the hill, the pattern carved in the ground or Alice’s jacket.


They clambered out of the tunnel again, peering after the pods that gradually shrunk and disappeared into the horizon.


“I don’t like this,” Alice said. “I thought that once we’d escaped the City, we would also escape the reach of the City.”


“Why would you think that?” Hatcher asked. “Cheshire and the others went out of the boundaries. It only stands to reason that those in power would too.”


“Yes, of course,” Alice said, but she was troubled. Troubled by these machines that she had never seen before, and by the mysterious figures that rode them. Troubled by the thought that they might be pursuing something or someone beyond the borders of the City. Could someone—a minister, a Magician, a doctor—have discovered that Alice and Hatcher survived the fire? Were they being hunted?


She said nothing of this to Hatcher. He would scoff and say that they weren’t that interesting to the doctors or her family. Or else he would tell her that of course they were being pursued, and make her feel silly and naïve for not considering it in the first place.


Alice realized she stood before the pattern Hatcher had so carefully carved in the ash. She squatted on her heels to get a better look.


It was a five-pointed star, encircled by six smaller stars. Five of the stars were of equal size, but the top one shone very large and bright. As Alice stared at the star it seemed to shift in the sand, to glow in a way that could not be possible without magic.


Alice stood up quickly, and the star returned to its original state.


“What’s all this?” she asked Hatcher, gesturing toward the drawing.


“It’s the sign of the Lost Ones,” Hatcher said.


“Who are the Lost Ones?” Alice asked, glancing at him.


Hatcher seemed surprised. “I haven’t a clue.”


Alice sighed. “A vision, then. Something else we will have to see or do later.”


She bit back the comment that his Seeing might be more useful if it were more specific. She wasn’t exactly a competent Magician, and therefore not in a position to criticize Hatcher’s abilities.


“It might have something to do with Jenny,” Hatcher said, and he could not disguise the hope in his voice. He’d forgotten his daughter and remembered her again, and now he was clutching for any hint or hope of her.


Alice put her hand on his shoulder. He gripped her fingers with his opposite hand so that his arm crossed his body, like he was holding tight to keep from flying apart.


“Let’s see if I can’t make some pies out of ash,” Alice said gently, pulling her hand away. “It seems we have a very long way to go.”


* * *


After several attempts Alice managed to produce two small pies (though the pies were inclined to be greasy and the gravy was not very good), four pitiful-looking apples, and some milk that was so curdled they immediately dumped it onto the ground.


“At least you were able to make food,” Hatcher said philosophically as he chewed on his pie. Something crunched between his teeth and he fished out a small bone.


Alice tried telling herself that something was better than nothing, but the pie was barely edible.


“I wonder if it doesn’t taste good because I made it from ash,” Alice said, and again thought longingly of frosted cakes and hot tea. It would be lovely to even have plain water to wash away the gritty taste of the pies.


They packed away the apples, not knowing whether any decent food would be in the offing, and began to trudge in the direction the pods had flown. The only clue they had to Jenny’s location was that she was in the East. The City was to the west, so they went the opposite way.


Alice tried not to worry about the men who had flown out of the City on the strange machines. She tried not to worry about the fact that they were horribly exposed in this landscape, and that they had no way of knowing what types of weapons those men carried. She tried not to think about the gun that Hatcher had hidden in his coat, the gun with one bullet for him and one for her, just in case anyone tried to capture and return them to the hospital.


She tried, and failed.


In the distance were a few features, small hills like the ones that they had emerged from. Alice wondered if they also had tunnels within, and if so, where those tunnels might lead.


“Look,” Hatcher said suddenly, and pointed at the ground.


Imprinted in the ash was the distinct paw print of a rabbit. A very, very large rabbit.


“Pipkin!” Alice said. She’d half forgotten the rabbit they’d saved from the Walrus, and the band of girls who’d joined him in escaping the City.


How disappointed they must have been, Alice thought sadly, when they left the tunnel and discovered this blight instead of the green land they were promised.


Alice knew her own disappointment could have been nothing to those girls, those girls who had been locked away in bedrooms with men they did not know, and some of them locked in cages to be eaten by the monster who’d captured them.


“I wonder how far ahead they are,” Alice said.


“Can’t be that far, if the print is still clear in the ground,” Hatcher said. “It’s not so windy.”


Alice peered ahead, hoping to see figures moving on the horizon. There was nothing but blank sameness, and they themselves were the only living creatures in sight.


She resigned herself to another long and tedious walk, and let her mind drift away as they trudged through the ash.


“How did you do that, Alice?”


A little girl’s voice. Dor’s voice. It was full of wonder and, Alice knew now but had not known then, jealousy.


“I don’t know!” Alice said as they both peered at the little blue jewels that had appeared on Alice’s palm.


She had been holding a blue forget-me-not, plucked illicitly from her mother’s carefully tended garden, and thinking that the petals were like little jewels in the sun, and suddenly they were jewels.


Not very useful, Alice thought, making jewels out of flowers. Too bad she had never made bread out of dirt. She might have a better clue how to fill their bellies then.


Alice had spent the majority of the last ten years feeling hungry, but it had never bothered her so much in the hospital. Mostly that was because they kept her drugged all day, so that everything seemed to drift around her like a dream.


Since they’d escaped she’d been aware of an almost constant low-level gnawing in her belly, a feeling that she might never be full enough, and that feeling was only exacerbated by the constant threat they’d been under—threat of capture, torture, death.


What Alice really wanted was to sit right down and have a nice meal, and then a long sleep, and she also wanted to take a really good bath, a proper bath in a copper tub with hot water poured from kettles and sweet-smelling bubbles everywhere. The closest thing she’d had to a bath in recent days was when she’d swum through the lake in the center of Cheshire’s maze to save Hatcher from … whatever that creature had been.


There had been quite a lot more blood and fighting and scrabbling through the dirt since then, and Alice was uncomfortably aware of the scent of her own body after these exertions.


The sun went down, and the moon came up, and the wasteland around them seemed suddenly alive with things that skittered and crawled and shifted through the sand, shadows that made Alice creep closer to Hatcher.


Hatcher’s grey eyes shone in the moonlight like a cat’s, and so did the blade of his axe. This was Hatcher’s time, his element, the place where he could show the hunters that he was not to be hunted.


Alice took out her own knife, ashamed of her fear. She’d faced down men and animals more dangerous than any small scuttling thing that might be out here. All these creatures were small, barely recognizable as live things and not simply tricks of the eye. They couldn’t possibly pose the same threat as, say, the Walrus.


Then suddenly the sky was filled with a bursting light so bright that it seemed the sun had risen again and launched straight to the top of the sky, impatient with the moon’s stay. Alice fancied that it was the flare of a torch, for it flickered like fire, though no fire she’d ever known could be so large.


Save the fire that burned this land, you nit, she thought.


The light revealed what the darkness had concealed. Dozens of small creatures dotted the landscape around Alice and Hatcher, their eyes gleaming in the flare of yellow that illuminated the night. At first Alice thought they were stoats, but a closer look told her that the animals weren’t quite right. No stoat Alice had ever seen had long curving fangs like that, or mad red eyes.


“Alice,” Hatcher said, and his voice was very calm as he stared into the distance, at the place where the light emerged from the horizon. “What if Jenny hates me?”


This was the reason for all the brooding, then, although Alice felt it would have been better if Hatcher had waited until they were not in potentially mortal danger to discuss it.


“She likely will,” Alice said, inching around behind Hatcher so that they stood back-to-back. She felt it was best not to lie generally, and found she was incapable of lying to Hatcher in any case. “Little girls think their fathers can do anything, save them from any danger. Your father is the strongest person in the world.”


Alice remembered the wonder she’d felt when she’d learned her father had killed a rat that had gotten into the house when she was young. She’d thought her papa was the greatest hero who ever lived.


Alice was sure that Jenny had cried every night for her father. And when he didn’t come she would have learned to despise him for not saving her.


“That’s what I would have done, if I could have remembered her,” Hatcher said as the light began to fade. “I would have killed anyone who ever touched her, ever harmed her. I would have mangled them to pieces like I slaughtered the men who killed her mother. But I don’t expect that intentions will count for much now.”


“No,” Alice said. “I don’t expect that they will.”


The stoats, or whatever they were, moved closer. They made low hissing noises in the backs of their throats. It was not the sibilant song of a snake, but a rough, threatening sound that was harsh in the silence.


Alice had a brief vision of being swarmed, overwhelmed by these tiny vicious animals, her flesh stripped from her bones even as she screamed out her death wail.


“No,” she said.


The animals stopped. She could barely see their faces now as the blaze of light faded to a faint glow. Their heads tipped to one side in unison, suddenly doglike, curious.


“No,” she repeated, and this time she put force behind it, and the air shimmered with magic. “Let us pass.”


The last droplet of light disappeared, leaving them in a dark that seemed closer than before. But Alice did not need her eyes.


There was still so much about magic Alice did not understand. There was power in her words, and the creatures responded to it, though she did not know why. The night was as it should be again, dark and full of stars.


All about them the stoat-like animals kept still as Alice and Hatcher passed, their silence somehow respectful.


Hatcher sighed, and Alice felt rather than saw the relaxing of his axe at his side. He was disappointed, she knew. In his heart Hatcher was a killer, and he longed to exercise his best skill, to feel the crunch of bone and muscle beneath the blade, to be baptized by the hot splatter of blood. He would regret any missed opportunity for wild death and mayhem.


Alice knew all this, knew that his heart wanted this release. She also knew that, somewhat inexplicably, he was a good man, and that the latter impulse kept Hatcher’s murderous tendencies in check—mostly.


She did not know how far they walked that first night, but the notion of sleep never entered her mind. The thought of placing her body against that slippery ash, vulnerable and insensate to all around her, did not seem even a little bit wise. Just because the stoats did not attack now didn’t mean they wouldn’t take their chance if it were offered.


A persistent worry troubled her too, keeping her thoughts so busy she couldn’t imagine quieting them to sleep. She’d been convinced (somewhat naïvely, it now seemed) that if they left the City they would also leave the City’s influence. The strange flying machines and their mysterious mission seemed to indicate that would not be the case, that the City’s tentacles stretched away from its bloated body like a living monster. How far could those tentacles reach?


Alice wished to shed her life in the City as a snake shed its skin. She feared being snatched back into that life, plucked from her freedom. And she wished to be as far as possible from Cheshire. He might decide that she was too valuable to let escape.


She must have dozed off, for one moment she watched the slightly darker shadows that were her feet moving against the black ash, and the next moment the sun was shining and she was tucked against Hatcher’s chest like a child.


He moved steadily through the strange desert, seemingly untroubled by her weight in his arms. Alice blinked in the glare and noticed several large birds circling overhead.


“Best put me down, Hatch,” Alice said. “Those birds are looking for a meal.”


“They are, but not us,” Hatcher said, placing her on her feet. He ran his hand over her short hair and down over her cheek, lingering for a moment. Then he pointed straight ahead. “Whatever they’re after is up there.”


There were several black shapes disfiguring the flat landscape ahead. It was difficult to tell, owing to the utter sameness in all directions, how far away those shapes might be.


Alice didn’t want to see what was there. It couldn’t be anything good, and she’d had enough of what wasn’t good. But they were heading east, and the dark shapes were right in their path.


When they reached the place where the vultures collected, Hatcher spent a few enjoyable moments chasing the birds away with his axe. Alice stared at the bodies in confusion. They were all piled together in a charred heap, and there was barely enough flesh remaining for the scavengers to bother with.


“What caused the burning?” Alice wondered aloud, approaching the corpses. Then she stopped, her heart in her throat, choking her.


“Whatever’s burned these fields to nothing, I expect,” Hatcher said. “The same something that made the sky light up last night.”


Hatcher hefted his axe from one hand to the other and eyed a truculent vulture who’d refused to leave with the rest of his fellows.


“Hatcher,” Alice said.


He appeared not to hear her as he stalked toward the bird. It had its back turned to Hatcher and was busily grooming one wing.


“Hatcher,” she repeated, and this time she pierced the fog.


“What is it?” he asked, straightening.


The vulture glanced behind, noted Hatcher’s proximity and flew away.
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