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      Malice sat proper in a chair not made for her.

      It was made out of a fine wood, a hard wood. Its intricate designs and swirls had been carved so delicately and by a masterful hand who had likely died years prior. And Malice sat in its deep seat, right leg crossed over the left, in a blue and white dress that was much too long and flowing for her taste.

      She brought her cup of tea to her mouth and sipped, her gaze flickering from her mother, her aunt, and all their guests currently seated around a round glass table in their backyard. Though she appeared to be listening intently, her mind wandered elsewhere.

      Malice thought about a world that didn’t value properly trimmed hedges and perfectly bloomed pink poinsettias. That didn’t have grass so completely devoid of weeds that it hardly seemed natural at all.

      Psycholand.

      Almost as if she could sense Malice’s thoughts, her mother lowered her voice and leaned into the circle of ladies, who almost all wore the same pink-ribboned yellow hats, and said, “Did you hear? Apparently, the warlocks have banished almost thirty new criminals.”

      The ladies all gasped, and Malice joined along. She set her teacup down in its saucer, the burnt-brown liquid sloshing against the sides.

      Of course, she already knew that. Everyone did. These days, almost everyone was eager to jump upon any new piece of information regarding the alternate realm.

      In the beginning, it had been a wondrous idea. Send all the criminals to another, alternate realm filled with destruction and danger. That world would consume them, and they didn’t have to worry about dealing with sentencing or punishments. Best of all, there was no chance of escape, for the only ones able to open the portals were the high warlocks, and they were firmly on this side of the realms.

      Only, they hadn’t realized the dangers that came with sending these criminals to an inherently magical realm. They were banding together, and surely would come through at any time. Especially since one of the warlocks had gone missing years prior.

      “—Ready to break through,” Mrs. Dovan was saying, tipping her hat low over her thin face. “That’s what my husband says, anyway.”

      “Your husband works in real estate,” the woman to her right—a portly woman whose name Malice never bothered to learn—bristled. “What authority does he have to say that the criminals are staging a breakthrough?”

      Malice resisted the urge to check her pocket watch. She knew what time it was; she’d checked it only a few minutes earlier. She knew better than to expect new information from these women; they were often the last to get the news.

      Malice was more interested in the reality of things, not hearsay or speculation. She wanted to know this alternate realm, to understand it. Most of all, she wanted it for herself.

      It was a shame that the warlocks had thought to send criminals to that realm instead of studying it for themselves. After all, Psycholand had unchecked powers that even the warlocks couldn’t explain. But these criminals were vile, disgusting beings, and Malice thought they were entirely undeserving of the powers they were practically given for free.

      She cleared her throat, and the bickering conversation ceased. She gave everyone a polite smile and smoothed out her dress. “Excuse me, ladies, but I have to powder my nose.”

      “That’s fine, dear,” her mother responded and launched back into a debate over whether the criminals would actually be able to break free, as the warlocks seemed confident that they couldn’t.

      Malice didn’t stick around to hear the end of the discussion. She started to head toward the house, but once she reached the door, she threw a look over her shoulder. Making sure no eyes were on her, she quickly tucked through the gate, closing it behind herself.

      Concealed on the other side of the hedge, she removed her hat and gloves, tucking them down and under the thick, dense branches. She couldn’t do anything about her dress or footwear, but at least she could untie her golden blonde hair from its stuffy up-do and let it fall down and around her shoulders. The wavy locks came down past her breast. Though she loved the longness of it, her mother had long been begging her to cut it off.

      As she stepped out onto the street and began to walk down the sidewalk, she didn’t have an exact location in mind. She simply didn’t want to sit there anymore, existing within a group of women without anything to contribute or relate to. Almost everyone there was over twice her age, and she only really went because her mom asked her to.

      The whole street was filled with detached houses, all white or cream with dark gray accents. Nearly every house was an identical copy of the other.

      As she made her way onto the main street of shops and stores, there had to be at least three boutique stores within a block of each other, all selling practically the same useless items.

      But as Malice stalked down the street, she saw a man approaching quickly, on the same side of the street as her. She stopped, frozen in place. Though it wasn’t the man who caused her to do so, it was the large black dog currently on the end of its leash.

      It was fierce and mean-looking, with dark and hollow eyes. Malice felt frozen, mid-step, as she stared directly into the soul of the approaching canine.

      Everything seemed fine for a moment. Perhaps they’d simply pass her by without incident, perhaps they’d cross the street or turn before they got to her.

      Malice never had such luck.

      The dog started to bark. It lunged against its collar, snapping its jaws. It bared its sharp, flesh-shredding teeth, growling deep in its throat.

      Malice jumped. She hated dogs. Though, hate wasn’t a strong enough word for what she felt toward them.

      Her heart pounded in her ears. She felt completely rooted to the ground, as if she stayed still long enough, she’d turn invisible.

      “Sorry, she’s real friendly once you get to know her,” the man said in a thick accent, leaning back and pulling the dog back and toward himself. “Cookie, down girl.”

      Malice snapped out of her trance and ducked into the closest door she could find. She didn’t even read the sign as she darted inside, not caring if it was a house or a store she’d just broken into. Whatever it was, was unlocked, however.

      An overhead bell jingled, but Malice paid no heed. She stared out the window of the door, watching as the man struggled to get his dog to pass.

      “May I help you?” a strained, gravely voice inquired. She spun around and saw she was in one of the many boutiques along the street. There were rows upon rows of clothing, and even an entire wall dedicated to hats. This particular boutique seemed more ancient, with a lot of the fashion trends being outdated by a century or two. The voice that had called out belonged to an older man standing behind a counter, bracing himself on his forearms.

      “Oh, uh,” Malice glanced back outside, but the dog was still in view. “I’ll just look around.” She could kill some time wandering about until it was safe to leave again. There was nobody else in the store apart from her and the old man. It was slightly off-putting, but she decided that she could pretend to look around and be interested.

      “You’re not looking for anything in particular.” The statement itself wasn’t odd, but the way he said it. It wasn’t a question or inquiry, but rather a sure statement. “Come here, I’d like to show you something.” The man, dressed in a knitted sweater and black pants, beckoned her over to the counter.

      Malice hesitated, but figured she had nothing to lose. She obliged his request and came to stand a few feet away from him. She still didn’t fully trust what he was trying to do.

      “You’re fascinated with the dark realm. Psycholand, as people are calling it.” Again, not a question. He pulled away from the counter slightly, and she realized his leaning figure was mostly because of his hunched, arched back.

      Malice responded, “Yes. How do you know this?”

      Ignoring her question, he asked, “And you’d like to go there?” The man reached down and grabbed something from underneath the counter. Malice braced herself, hoping it wasn’t some sort of knife or weapon.

      Before she could decide on fighting or fleeing should the situation call for it, the man produced an object. In his left hand was a cream-colored studded rabbit that had a purple bow around its neck. Its floppy ears looked slightly worn and matted, as if the rabbit had been through multiple owners. He set it down on the counter, propping it upright.

      “It’s yours,” the man said, sliding the rabbit toward her. “Take it.”

      Malice blinked and took a subtle step back. “I have no need for a stuffed rabbit.”

      He tucked both hands at his sides and tilted his head to the side. “You wish to go to Psycholand, yes?”

      She considered. “How do you know?” she repeated from before.

      The corner of his mouth twitched into the ghost of a smile. “I know. Take the rabbit, Malice.  No charge, and he’ll explain everything.”

      A chill went down her spine. I never told him my name, she thought to herself. She stared up at the man, who winked and nodded his head down at the rabbit. “Take it.”

      Her first thought was that perhaps the rabbit was cursed. It was good to be skeptical, even despite most of the witch population having been banished. Though there were hardly any witches left in this realm, there were still remnants of their magic from back when they’d been here.

      But even if it was cursed, that meant there would be fragments of power leftover. Fragments that Malice could study and experiment with. Oh, how she wished she’d been born with the powers of a witch. Blessed with magic of her own to manipulate and shape however she wanted.

      Instead, she was ordinary. And if this rabbit turned out to be ordinary as well, he’d make a great distraction if she ran into another dog.

      She took the rabbit. By then, the dog’s barks from outside had long since disappeared. “Thank you, uh…” She realized she didn’t have his name, but the man didn’t give it to her. He simply waved his hand in farewell, a grin spreading over his face.

      Malice walked down the street, observing the rabbit as she went. She turned him over in her hands a few times, but he seemed completely normal. A few of his stitches had been torn at some point, and there were more burns in his fur than she thought was normal, but otherwise, he was in good condition.






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




