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  Chapter One


  “It’s always beauty or power. Why does a heroine always have to choose?” our heroine complained.


  The problem was that she couldn’t wear both the crown and the pointy hat at the same time. The hat might fit over the crown, but they stopped working if she did that. Dropping the crown over the point of the hat was equally useless, and looked stupid. This little girl—no, young woman—was not making her first impression on her very own magical world like the awkward geek she was back home.


  That made the crown tempting. She slipped it on again, and ran her fingers over her face. Smooth, without a hint of acne. Her dark hair puffed up, full and lustrously black. Her fingernails had the same gleam. Her parents would have a fit if she ever wore makeup, but they looked polished. Even her brown skirt and tan sweater gleamed like the leather of an exciting adventuress.


  “On the other hand, power.”


  After all, she hadn’t met anyone yet, and the pointy hat was fun. She switched out the crown for the hat. Sure, she felt ugly again, but now she could snap her fingers, wave in a circle, and point.


  “Zoom kaboom!”


  A paving stone catapulted off of the road and into the air. She cackled in glee, watching it soar upward until it disappeared. Would it ever come down? She kind of hoped it wouldn’t.


  Wearing the hat, she could do magic. That made her feel like she fit in, which was as alien and delicious as feeling beautiful. This place reeked of magic. The temple had seemed mystical enough before she saw the wall of clouds and the floating steps leading down to a lush green kingdom with blue skies and everything neat and tidy.


  The hat would do until she met a local, but that might be soon. She was coming up on the perfectly square forest now, and the little house in front of it.


  Up close, the house wasn’t all that little. It squatted, low and long and picturesque, a comfortable but tidy log cabin. The precisely, exquisitely square forest looked even more rigidly neat now that she could see the individual trees. They might not be all the same height, but they were all laid out in a grid at equal distances.


  A creak and a crash signaled one of those trees, right at the edge, falling down. Next to it stood a lumberjack in a pair of overalls and a plaid flannel shirt. Oh, and he had a tree stump for a head. Beauty, magical powers, and an enchanted land of her own. A chance to be a heroine. The girl had been dreaming of this all her life.


  “Hey!” she yelled, debating if she should switch to the crown. Meeting her first subject would be the time to be beautiful, graceful, and regal. Also in charge. On the other hand, skinny stump-head man had an axe. He would probably use it to defend her, but if he did prove unfriendly the pointy hat meant charcoal briquette time.


  She didn’t get to rule him or roast him. He didn’t seem to hear her, and marched off into the forest instead. Yes, a fat rat popped out of the ground and a little bundle of grass with wings flew out of the trees to start pulling apart the stump he’d left behind, but she wasn’t going to start her new kingdom with a rat.


  Instead, she’d follow the road a little farther to that picnic.


  Even from a distance it was obviously a picnic. Big red and white checked blanket, half a dozen or so people sitting around it, wicker baskets and all. As she approached and got a better look it was definitely still a picnic, but after that things got a little hazy.


  The plates and food laid out were fine. The major problem was the guests. Yes, this was an enchanted land, but there wasn’t a single actual person in attendance. Not even an elf or talking animal. Ranged around the blanket were half a dozen dolls that any six-year-old’s bedroom would be proud of. The presence of a heap of old laundry and a beat-up rocking horse with leather padding just enhanced the effect. If it weren’t for the wooden toy soldier marching proudly on patrol around the picnic, it would be easy to mistake the whole thing for an abandoned tea party.


  The dolls did move. Even the heap of laundry moved, fussing with a sewing kit as worn as its clothing, counting out needles in preparation to darn a cast-off sock.


  Crown time! The girl switched hats, and now she truly felt like a young woman. She strolled over to the picnic blanket with a grace and confidence she’d never known before. It felt good.


  At one end of the blanket sat a china doll that dwarfed the others. If it could stand up, it would come up at least to the girl’s waist. It didn’t stand. Its legs didn’t move at all, but when it noticed the girl its upper body bent forward in a bow, arms spread. It had a nice voice, but a bit artificially hollow. “Friends, we have a new guest. A special guest.”


  “A human!” squeaked the plastic doll with the spiral red curls. This one could stand, hopping to its feet and then bowing so fast it fell over on its head.


  The girl snorted. Across the blanket, another doll fell over, cackling.


  “That wasn’t very—oh my, a human!” exclaimed the nearest doll. This one didn’t even make it to its feet before falling all over itself. The laughing doll laughed harder, with a wicked edge to its voice.


  The laundry heap squashed down. “Your highness. We could not be more honored. Are you new Here?”


  “I never thought I’d live to see another human,” said the rocking horse, leaning forward in an imitation of a bow. It had the first male voice she’d heard, wheezy and British. The dolls had been high pitched and girly.


  A stumpy grey leg pushed the rocking horse back before it also fell on its face. Sitting next to the horse was a… thing. Maybe it had been meant to be a donkey stuffed toy? Some kind of animal, sewn together by the worst seamstress in the world? Mostly it looked like a pillow with short legs and button eyes. It also sounded like a man, or at least a deep-voiced, solemn boy. “Don’t you be falling over, too. Some of us aren’t meant to bow, and shouldn’t try.”


  “Have a seat, and tell us about your adventures,” urged the pile of clothes. It had the scratchy voice of an old woman. There might be an old woman in there. On second thought, the pile was too small, and the rocking horse just said humans were rare.


  “Do I have to have an adventure?” Adventures meant danger. Danger she would overcome as the heroine and princess, of course, but the girl wasn’t sure if she wanted adventure or not.


  The oversized china doll bowed again. It had an annoyingly smug smile, like a girl who knew she was popular. It knew who was in charge here, at least. “Oh, no, Your Highness. I haven’t heard any rumors that Somewhere is in any danger.”


  The laundry nodded. “If it was, someone would tell us.”


  Rearing back a few inches, the rocking horse announced—of course—stuffily, “Since you are the only human Here or There, and you have a crown, I foresee you ruling us with grace and wisdom into a new golden age.”


  Okay, that was more like it. Even the china doll asked, “Would Your Highness honor me by taking tea?” It held up a cup and saucer in one hand, and its teapot in the other. As if a waist-high talking china doll wasn’t creepy enough, the teapot was actually part of its hand.


  Creepy or not, it clearly worshiped the girl, and now all the dolls stared up at her in reverence. Never, ever, had so many people been so happy to see her. She let the china doll pour, and took a sip. Hot and sweet and fresh.


  The crown had been the right choice.


  “Oh, my, you’re so pretty!” A plastic pink heart on Oh My’s dress lit up. She looked like a cheap supermarket toy, the kind where you squeeze and it talks.


  “But even a human’s hair isn’t as beautiful as mine,” cut in the doll with the spiral curls.


  Her Highness gave it a sharp look, and asked, “Is that how you talk to a princess?”


  The redheaded doll just kept patting its hair. Instead, the doll with a sense of humor on the far side of the blanket snickered. “Forget it. Copperlocks can only talk about hair. If your crown wasn’t in your hair, she wouldn’t even know you were a princess.”


  Copperlocks looked up again. “Do you think a crown would look good in my hair?”


  Her Highness gave it a try. “Is the weather always this nice?”


  “Sometimes I worry that all this sunshine will bleach my beautiful red curls!” squeaked Copperlocks.


  “None of us can help how we’re made,” interjected the tea server.


  How they were made. Right. The princess set down her cup and sighed. “You’re all just toys. For a minute there, I thought you acted like people.”


  Come to think of it, being the only human ruling a kingdom of toys that all adored her had a certain appeal. She would be safe, forever.


  The misshapen pillow growled, “For a minute there, I thought you acted like a princess.”


  “Oooooooooh.” The doll with a sense of humor’s tiny feet kicked with malicious glee.


  And that ruined the mood completely. Kicking her teacup and a plate of cupcakes out of the way, the princess stomped across the blanket and grabbed the unidentifiable thing by its patch of hair. “Is that how you talk to a princess, you ugly stitched up rag?”


  The rocking horse wobbled back and forth nervously. “It was terribly disrespectful, Grumpy.”


  More snickers from the joking doll. “Grumpy Gus only knows how to complain. Wait for it…”


  On cue, Grumpy Gus folded his stumpy arms, button eyes staring right up at the girl’s face in defiance. “I don’t respect nobody that don’t respect me.”


  Maybe the best part of a kingdom of toys was that you never had to feel guilty about anything. One thing was for sure, there was no place in this princess’s realm for pillows with attitude. Clamping one hand over its sort-of-mouth to shut it up, she hooked her shiny girlish nails into the badly stitched seam down its belly and yanked…


  Chapter Two


  What an unpleasant girl. Maybe heroes and heroines aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. This story deserves someone nicer to tell it. Someone sweet and friendly and faithful. Someone who’s smart enough to tell the story, and will be there to see it happen.


  But who?


  


  Chapter Three


  “She’s moving. I think I can save her!”


  Oh, my. Words. I wasn’t dead anymore!


  I still hurt, and I couldn’t see straight. I flailed my arms. Oh, ow, no good. The hurt was a needle still sewing my left arm back on.


  “Why is everything all broken looking?” Yay, I could talk! If only I could see. Big flashing jagged lines ran right through the face above me. That was a face, right? Everything all bent around the lines and didn’t make sense.


  “Your eye cracked, and I don’t know where the other is. I tried to find it. Stay still, and cross your fingers this— oh, sorry.” She had a pretty voice. I liked whoever saved me already. I twisted my hand like I was crossing fingers.


  The sewing needle stung even worse on my face, but she’d said to lie still, so I did. It felt like a blink when she pulled the thread tight.


  Yay! “It worked! I can see again!” Oh, drat. “Only, not really. There’s a big X in the middle of everything. And you’re all fuzzy.” I patted my new left eye. It felt funny, all hard edged. I reached up and tried to pat the face above me. Couldn’t reach. My left arm was the wrong color, too.


  The face moved closer, and I tried to touch it again. Nope, still couldn’t reach. I could see her pink fingers pretty well as she tied my new eye all safe and snug. She sounded really worried as she asked, “What’s your name? What happened here?”


  “I don’t know. I mean, I know my name.” I shook my head, and I hardly hurt at all. Well, my body hardly hurt at all.


  “Her name is Heartfelt, Miss Your Ladyship,” said a man. Hey, I knew that voice. Jack was here.


  I switched to nodding, and traced the pink heart sewn onto my chest. I could feel the edges, so at least that was still there! “I am Heartfelt, yes, but I don’t know what happened, no.”


  That was a lie. I remembered just fine, at least up until that awful, scary girl grabbed the seam in my side and—


  I really didn’t want to think about that. Or talk about it. Yuck. A little white lie was better.


  “My name is Sandy, Heartfelt. I think I put you back together right. How do you feel?” She sounded worried. Well, my goodness jeepers, who wouldn’t be?


  I waved my right hand, and twitched my thumb. I waved my left hand, and twitched that thumb. It felt funny, but moved just fine. I gave each leg a kick. I patted my cap, and my dress. “Everything is okay, Your Sandiness.” Jack thought she was a lady, and Jack was very sensible. “Except I can’t see. It’s all a mess.”


  “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. All the other eyes were broken. Maybe… maybe… does this help?” Sandy sounded so guilty, like she hadn’t just saved my life!


  She moved around. Brown lines got closer over my face. Wires slid over my cheeks…


  And everything came into focus.


  I smiled hugely. “Oh, my. Oh my, oh my, oh my! I can see! That worked perfectly! Well, I suppose ‘perfectly’ isn’t honest. The cracks didn’t go away, but now it’s quite easy to see around them. You’re a human!”


  There was a lot to notice, but that leapt out at me first. I’d been saved by a human! Well, of course I’d been saved by a human, Heartfelt. Who else could? “Sandy” was a good name for her. She had the most amazing blonde hair. It was every color of yellow, from white to gold and almost to brown, and the colors moved around when she turned her head and the light fell on her different. To my limited experience, she looked young. Well, of course she would be just a girl. Why would an adult come all the way Here? I thought she was pretty, but she had a funny, flattened nose. I suspected that would be counted as a defect.


  She blinked. She looked as guilty as if she were the one who killed me, not the one who put me back together. She sounded nervous, as well. “That was the first thing Jack said.”


  “Naturally.” I nodded, and the glasses started to slip. Oh, my! I grabbed the wires and pulled them back into place, then held them there. I didn’t have ears to hold a pair of glasses in place.


  Why, these were glasses, weren’t they? They were far too big for me, and were better sized for Sandy. She’d given me her glasses, with these wonderful thick brown frames? No, that was an undue assumption. More likely she had just let me borrow them. Should I ask? Absolutely not. I would enjoy the crystal clarity of the world as long as I could, and how long would be Sandy’s decision.


  Sandy decided. “Here, let me.” She reached down with both hands, one of them still holding the needle and thread. Down? Ah, I was lying propped up in her lap! She was so huge, it might as well have been a bed. I didn’t think Jack was taller.


  The needle touched my fabric right between the eyes, and stopped. Sandy’s eyebrows pressed together, and she asked, “Is it okay if I sew them on?”


  “It’s more than okay,” I promised.


  It did sting something fierce as the needle went in and out, and then she went around to either side and sewed the ear wires onto my cheeks, but it was a wonderful pain. I could cry with joy, but I didn’t know if my damaged right eye could take it, and my left…


  I slipped my left hand under the rim of the glasses, and felt my new left eye. Round and hard, thick and flat. My new eye was a button, which explained the X. I was wearing someone else’s eye. Hey, my left forearm was plaid flannel! The source seemed obvious. Jack’s sleeve had been cut short, and my body had no doubt needed patching. Where did my new eye come from?


  I looked around, and shoved my hands against my mouth, wishing I had the kind of mouth that opens and I could bite them.


  The Endless Picnic was a ruin. The plates and glasses were smashed. The food had been stamped into blobs of goo. The blanket had a big hole in it, because everything that would burn had been piled in the center and turned into a bonfire.


  That included all of my friends.


  There was no chance they hadn’t been burned. Those shiny curls were the remains of Copperlocks’ hair, and that round, charred shape at the edge of the fire had definitely been her head. Up near the top, where the fire still hadn’t died down into embers, Lieutenant Noble…


  I couldn’t look. Oh, Noble. I’d never had the nerve to say how I felt. You’d been so responsible and handsome. At least I’d died first, and hadn’t had to watch.


  I’d been ripped apart right after Grumpy Gus. Gus’s head had fallen out of the fire, with only about half of it burnt. Now I would never find out what kind of animal he was. Inexplicably, the question haunted me. He was even less identifiable now that his button eye had come off the remaining half of his face.


  Grumpy Gus’s head had been about the size of mine. Longer, of course. I reached up again and patted my new eye. I would carry part of Grumpy Gus with me, from now on. Literally.


  There were other bits. I didn’t want to look at them. An inventory of death would only make me feel worse.


  I was crying, now. Gus’s eye wouldn’t shed tears, but even cracked my old plastic eye would. More tears fell on my face.


  Sandy didn’t sob, but tears dripped from her cheeks. She bowed her head until her blonde hair fell all around my face. “I’m sorry. I get whisked away to an enchanted land, and it’s burning down.”


  I couldn’t see Jack with Sandy’s face right above me and her hair all around, but I could hear him speak up. “Weren’t your fault, Lady Miss Ma’am. Why, just the opposite. We’re as lucky as can be that you came by just when we need saving. Nobody else could have saved poor Heartfelt, and with the Picnic gone, I’d surely starve if you weren’t here to fix things.”


  Sandy sat up suddenly. “What?”


  I sat up, too. Yes, I could do that. The seams on my left shoulder felt tight, but they held just fine when I pushed myself up. I gave Sandy a very firm nod. “Jack is entirely correct. He may be a bit of a woodenhead—” Lumber Jack knocked on the side of his head, and the log thumped nice and solid. “—but he’s all sense. While it is questionable to refer to me as lucky, given the extremely bad luck that just befell me, you yourself are the luckiest thing that’s ever happened to me. Only a human would have had the courage and wisdom to sew me back together.”


  Sandy stared at me, mouth open. “You think I can save you just because I’m human?”


  I pushed my new glasses snugly against my face. Not that they could slip, but it felt right, a wonderful reminder for both of us of what she’d done for me. “Of course. We obviously can’t save ourselves. Jack is as dumb as a stump, and I’m full of fluff.”


  She still looked shocked, but a bit of hope peeked through in her expression. “I guess I saved you, but I don’t know how to feed a man made of wood. I don’t even know what he eats!”


  I looked around slowly, trying to avoid staring too hard at anything that might once have been anyone. “He particularly likes cake, as I recall, and we always gave him a nice, big basket of food from the Picnic. That is no longer an option.” I scratched the side of my head between my hat and the earpiece of my glasses. “I would guess that only a couple of hours have passed since the… disaster. Flops won’t know what happened yet, and should bring our food delivery the day after tomorrow. If you took the delivery, you would be stocked up until Her Highness solves your problem permanently in the course of her heroic adventures.”


  “I’m not a hero or a Highness!” Sandy insisted. She didn’t sound as sure anymore. Even humans could doubt themselves, apparently. Most likely she had just arrived Here from Elsewhere and was still confused, but the truth shines through eventually.


  I would help it shine through faster. I owed her that. Pushing myself up to my feet, I brushed out my dress—which had a lot of new stitching—and tilted my head back to look her right in the eyes. “It’s far too late to dispute your heroism. Only a hero can raise the dead. That is powerful magic.”


  She shook her head slowly, still not wanting to believe. “I just sewed you back together. I didn’t even know for sure it would work.”


  I nodded, and put my hands on my hips for good measure. “Precisely. Only heroes can do that. It’s what humans are for. I’m a complete fluff head, and even I know that.”


  She stared. Her cheeks had turned awfully red. Was this so hard to grasp? From the tightness and the bulging fabric of my repairs, Sandy was clearly no seamstress, yet she had thought to sew me up anyway. Not only thought, but acted.


  I had to shake my head. Humans were amazing. Anyone else would have given up when they couldn’t find all of my body, but she’d stitched me up out of parts.


  Wait. She’d stitched me up out of parts. Oh my, oh golly goodness. What a thought.


  If she’d done it for me, she could do it again, right?


  I couldn’t know. Not really know. It was just an idea. I had to ask the human. “Lady Sandy, there are not enough pieces left to remake any of my friends, but if we could find enough pieces of different clothlings to fill out the missing parts, could you sew the parts together and bring her to life? Even two of us would be enough to be considered a picnic. It might take some time to attract new picnickers and replace our lost tableware, but the Endless Picnic would survive.”


  “I’d be willing to try,” she answered reluctantly. Her resolve quickly hardened. “If I can save anyone else, I have to try. Are there enough pieces?”


  Her question turned hesitant at the end. She had good reason to be doubtful.


  I answered her as she answered me. “If there even might be, I have to try to find them.”


  I pushed myself off of Sandy’s lap, and circled the remains. With a human behind me, I could face the tragedy.


  There was far too little to face. Bits of stuffing lay everywhere, sawdust and fluff both, but the pieces had all been thrown on the fire.


  Well, I had half of Grumpy Gus’s head. I saw Rocking Horse’s deflated muzzle poking out from under a pile of his own sawdust…


  Sandy’s hands closed around me. “I’m not going to—just sit here and let us do this, okay?”


  She picked me up like a cloth doll, which of course I was, and sat me down in the grass facing away from the Picnic.


  Instead of facing the most grisly chore imaginable, I sat looking out over the meadows. Unconcerned with my loss, a fairy fluttered over the grass. Where a few stalks stuck up too high, she chopped them short with her scythe and tied them into a belt for her dress. Seconds later, a big rat leaped out of the grass on top of her, forcing her down onto her back. His claws ripped her dress right off, he kissed her on the nose, and then he scampered off on his hind feet and jumped into a hole. The grass from her dress plugged it neatly, filling up that bare patch—and giving him another hidden exit to hunt her, no doubt.


  Her furious twittering and his squeaky laughter made me smile. I was a complete fluff head. I’d seen these two play this game a hundred times and had never asked their names. Now my life had burned to ashes, but everywhere I looked Here was still sunny and beautiful. Thanks to Sandy, I had a chance to see that.


  As I thought of her, Sandy’s hands picked me up around the middle again. She carried me around the fire to the makeshift she’d put together. She’d scooped out the fire itself, and many of the parts she’d retrieved were black with ash, but hadn’t burned. Gus and Rocking Horse provided enough fabric to make a face, and Threadbare’s mask—still glittering under the ash—provided eyes. It looked like most of Copperlocks’ hair had made it after all. The Teapot Princess’s body had a cloth inner lining, and those china hips fit Noble’s right leg.


  There was more, but I looked back up at Sandy instead. “Your Highness, I cannot thank you enough for the magic you’ve worked here. Now that you’ve given me what I asked for, it is clear that I should never have asked. I’m sure you could bring this person to life, but it seems to me that rather than resurrection, you would be creating someone new, and cursing them to a miserable and awkward body. Do you agree?”


  Behind Sandy, Jack took off his hat and nodded solemnly. “That’s sense.”


  Sandy’s mouth opened, but then she let out a sigh and hung her head in defeat. “Yes.”


  Her face was so close that this time I really could reach up and pat her cheek. “You of all people should be proud and not despairing, Your Highness. You may not have saved the Picnic, but you saved me. Someday, someone will need a complete fluff head who’s only good at gushing about how great things are. I can wait until then.”


  Suddenly, Sandy crushed me against her white sweater, wrapping both arms around me in a fierce hug. Humans were apparently quite strong, and she would have crushed the breath out of me if that were an option! Above me, I heard, “I need you right now. Come with me. An hour ago, I was locked in the school basement with Charity. Now, I don’t know where I am or where she is or why I’m here or what I’m supposed to do.”


  She eased up on the hug enough to let me look up into her questioning face. How she thought I could help, I couldn’t imagine. I shook my head. “Those questions are far beyond a fluff head like me. All I know is gossip. You would have to find a historian, and I can’t even tell you where to find one. You’d have to find a traveler to give you directions, and to do that you’d need to follow the road. The Picnic and Jack’s log pile are quite popular, so you’re certain to find someone.”


  Sandy stared. Her mouth dropped open. “Why do you keep calling yourself a fluff head? That was brilliant!”


  I blinked. Well, winked. A button eye would take getting used to. Then I reached up and patted the glasses sewn onto my face. “Oh, my. The glasses. I should have realized. You brought me back to life, and you gave me your glasses to make me smart, and now you’ve given me a new purpose. Do you really want me to come with you?”


  She sighed with relief, as if I was saving her! “Yes. Yes, please, Heartfelt.”


  I adjusted my glasses. They needed to be straight, because this would be the most serious thing I’d ever said in my life. Not a high bar, admittedly. “Then not only are you a hero, you’re my hero, Sandy, and now I’m your sidekick.”


  I couldn’t tell her how that made me feel, so I leaned up and hugged as much of her neck as I could reach, while she hugged me back and the heart on my chest glowed pink.


  Chapter Four


  “So, I guess we go that way?” Sandy pointed, arm straight out.


  “I don’t believe the other way is an option,” I agreed. Sandy didn’t wait for more. She started walking, and I had to grab my hat and scurry fast to catch up with those first few steps. One of those skinny blue legs was more than twice my height! They really ate up the space, crossing two flagstones in a single step.


  Once I was by her side again, I looked up at Sandy and tried to explain my reasoning. “We’re near the edge of the mists here, and behind us the road ends at the Cloud Steps. I don’t know the details, but travelers came up from this direction to visit the Picnic, so it must go somewhere. All of Somewhere, theoretically!”


  Sandy looked back over her shoulder. The Cloud Steps were still just barely visible back there. Her expression got a little more doubtful. “I came down those steps. There’s a big marble circle at the top, with lots of columns, like a temple. I guess the broken glass statue was a goddess or something?”


  My hat practically rose off my head from excitement! “Oh, my! Is that how you came Here? Is Elsewhere on the other side of the temple?” Then another thought hit me. It was a great feeling, and one I wasn’t used to. “As for the statue, I’m not aware of any gods or goddesses personally, but that doesn’t mean very much. Your description suggests the statue looked human, and if we have any goddesses, they certainly would be human. The shriveners would know. Why, it would explain their pilgrimages to the Cloud Steps. We saw them at the Endless Picnic frequently!”


  Sandy stopped walking. “I’m… sorry about the Picnic.”


  I heard the hoarseness in her voice, and I put my hand on her knee. “If I can forget it, you can.” I was trying very, very hard to forget the ashes of everyone I’d spent my life with. I had a new life now, and a wonderful one, and I had to focus on it. That life included comforting my heroine. “You not only bear no guilt in the matter, you’re my savior!”


  I couldn’t see Sandy’s face. She was looking down, but away from me. “But if I’m a hero, then horrible things will keep happening to give me a villain to stop.”


  I folded one arm over my chest, and waved the other up at her. “No, the process is very clear, and you have it backwards. Evil happens, creating a need for a hero, or usually a heroine. Heroines are human, so one is brought Here from Elsewhere. Food doesn’t cause hunger. Hunger causes one to seek food.”


  There. That got through. She started walking again, and I hurried to catch up. She still sounded haunted, but at least she looked at me as she said, “Sorry. I had a really bad day before I got here.”


  “Our troubles are over. Our adventures lie ahead!” I promised.


  We both looked ahead. The road with its pretty, veiny blue-grey blocks stretched on and on ahead of us through the meadow.


  All of a sudden, a shadow loomed over me. Sandy’s hands grabbed me around the middle, and she hoisted me up off the ground. I found myself tucked into the corner of her elbow and held against her sweater as she picked up the pace. Or maybe she just looked even faster from up here?


  I beamed up at her. “Thank you, Mistress!” When she winced, I corrected, “No, I suppose ‘Mistress’ doesn’t work. I can’t just call you ‘Sandy.’ Perhaps after we’ve had a few adventures together? Well, I’m sure I’ll figure something out.”


  That made her giggle, but then she sighed. “I wish someone could give me a ride. Do you know how long this road is?”


  I shook my head. “I’ve never gone anywhere before, so no. Travelers were very common, almost daily, so I’m certain we’ll meet someone soon. Anyone would be willing to give you a ride, if you asked!”


  We stopped suddenly. Turning, Sandy stretched out her free arm and pointed. “What about that guy?”


  Oh, my! Way out in the distance, a huge stone shape like a boulder with arms and legs walked across the meadow. From here it looked like it was moving slowly, but I’d been close enough to a stone giant to know how deceptive that impression was. Why, we could hear the thumps every time a foot landed!


  I scratched my cap. “I’m certain he would be willing, if we could communicate the question. I’m equally certain that he can’t hear us from down here. I’ve seen a stone giant up close, and my gosh and golly, are they tall!”


  The stone giant assisted my argument by bending way, way down and plucking the wool off of a sheep, then straightening way, way up and reaching its arm even wayer up to tuck the wool into the fluffy mass of a nearby cloud. From Sandy’s quiet stillness, I believed the point had been conveyed. Stone giants are really extremely tall!


  Her awe did not last. Hitching me up higher against her side, she walked off the side of the road and across the grass to the nearest sheep. I perked up as we approached. After all, I’d spent my whole life in these meadows, but I’d never actually taken a close look at one of the sheep that stood alone, scattered around the vast grassy expanse.


  Sandy bent over to peer at it, and I adjusted my glasses excitedly. It didn’t shy away. It stood there, with a black head so shiny it was hard to spot the eyes, and four thin black legs sticking into the grass out of the huge ball of wool that engulfed its body. Perhaps it couldn’t move, it was so fluffy? Certainly, this one was ripe, or whatever word described a sheep ready to be harvested by a stone giant. Overripe, even.


  Sandy flicked it in the nose twice. Clonk clonk. She gave me a perplexed frown. “I think it’s a fake.”


  Just because it was made of plastic didn’t mean it wasn’t alive, but I waved my arms in front of its eyes and got no response at all. Looking up at Sandy, I shrugged. “I suppose all it has to do is grow wool.”


  Sandy twisted from side to side, peering at the sheep. It did not reward further examination, but of course she might have special human senses. It turned out she was thinking instead. “So, the stone giants take care of these sheep?”


  “It’s all I’ve ever seen them do.”


  Sandy reached her free arm out and plunged it into the wool. There must have been a solid body under there, because her arm’s descent stopped abruptly. Twisting her lips nervously, she looked down at me, back at the sheep, down at me, back at the sheep, and then one more time at me. “Do you think it would get the giant’s attention if we pushed it over?”


  I winked. It was an interesting suggestion. One factor was more important than any other, and I told Sandy firmly, “I’m certain we won’t be in any danger. I’ve never heard of a giant stepping on anyone even by accident, not even when one of the shrivener apprentices became over enthused and attempted to shrive a giant coming straight toward him. They are very gentle people. He might be upset, but he won’t hurt us. If you do get the chance to explain, the odds that he will forgive us and take you anywhere you want to go are quite high.”


  She grimaced, flinched, and told me, “Here goes.” The sheep must have been heavy. She grunted as she pushed, but after a few seconds it tipped up on two legs, and then flopped over on its side.


  Sandy backpedaled from the stricken sheep quickly, scanning the horizon. “Do you think the giant will notice?”


  I stared off at the mists myself. “That is the most unguessable question, isn’t it? I don’t believe anyone—oh, my. We have our answer.”


  The stone giant who had wandered off toward the mists was coming back. There was no mistaking that it was headed straight for us. Each step thumped louder and louder. When it began to really loom, Sandy scurried back. Then she scurried back some more. I felt the vibration run right up Sandy’s body when it stopped in front of the capsized sheep. A shadow flooded over us as it bent, and bent, and both hands reached down. Fingers bigger than Sandy lifted the sheep upright, and pulled the thick wool off, leaving the sheep scrawny and no hairier than a carpet.


  I nudged Sandy in the ribs. “This is our chance!”


  “Hey! Mister Giant! Down here! Hey! Can I have a ride? Can you hear me?” Sandy yelled.


  I tried to yell, but it came out a bit incoherent because Sandy waved both hands wildly over her head to get the giant’s attention, and I was in one of those hands. “Hey! Hello! Eeee!” I managed, flailing my own arms, which the giant probably couldn’t see, even close up.


  When the world stopped being a blur and my body stopped flopping around everywhere, I found Sandy tucking me into her arm again as the giant reared back up. It gave us a rocky smile and a friendly wave, tucked the wool it had collected into a cloud, and started walking away.


  The ground thudded, but more quietly with every step. A fairy and rat, perhaps the same pair, popped out of the grass together. They twittered at each other as they ran around brushing the grass in the giant’s footprint back up. Then the fairy flew off to the next footprint, and the rat disappeared into a hole and popped out of one over there, helping her straighten the damage. They worked quite quickly. I couldn’t imagine it would take more than, oh, three fairy/rat pairs to clean up after any stone giant.


  My speculation had drifted. I looked up at Sandy and spread my hands. “We have our answer. We’re simply too small for a stone giant to hear.”


  Sandy sighed loudly, her shoulders slumping. “I guess I walk.” She stomped back to the road, legs held straight in sullen protest. After her first few steps along the flagstones, she asked hopefully, “Unless you have any brilliant ideas?”


  I blinked up at her. Did I? Well, I didn’t know about “brilliant”, but one idea seemed suddenly very obvious. “Actually, there is one thing you could try. Just yell for help. Who knows who might hear you?” Besides, a human yelling in need—that was practically magic itself, wasn’t it?


  Her eyebrows rose. She stared at me, and I could see much the same thought working through her head as mine. It’s not like it could hurt, right?


  Rearing back, she lifted her face to the sky and—quite deafeningly—yelled, “CAN ANYONE HEAR ME? I COULD REALLY USE A RIDE!”


  Her voice echoed along the road, or maybe that was just the way it made the fluff in my head rattle.


  A second passed. Another second. Three or four. Then a mass of feathers and limbs fell out of the sky, hitting the road in front of us with a painful sounding crunch.


  It might have sounded painful, but the huge grey bird—well, bigger than Sandy, and she was bigger than a bundlish, which is pretty big! —stood up. Wings flapped, and the feathers settled down on its fat, round body. Two orange eyes and a beak with a pretty brick patterning turned to gawk at Sandy with extreme embarrassment. “Cuckoo! Cuckoo! It’s alright! Cuckoo! I’m fine! I take worse falls than that all the time! Hey… are you a human?!”


  Its neck stretched out, head tilted down so it could press its eyes almost against Sandy’s face.


  It was clearly my duty to intervene. “She is, indeed. Newly arrived from Elsewhere, and already she’s saved my life. You seem quite sturdy, Sir or Madam or Perhaps I Shouldn’t Speculate. Could you give her a lift to wherever is down this road?”


  It pulled its head way back, staring at me, now. Then its neck stretched out to one side, peering at Sandy. Then out to the other side, peering back at me. Then its body lowered to the ground, and its wings stretched out to either side, little clawed hands laid humbly on the road. “That would be—cuckoo! —the greatest honor a Greater House Cuckoo—cuckoo! —could dream of. Cuckoo!” The head gave a little jerk when it cuckooed. That seemed compulsive. Perhaps a disease?


  Sandy stepped up to the bird, and very gingerly reached one leg across to straddle its back. The cuckoo stood up, and kept standing up, until Sandy sat with her legs dangling well off the road. Leaning over in Sandy’s arm, I peeked past a wing. The cuckoo had been crouched the whole time, hiding a pair of long legs with huge X-shaped feet.


  A second bird reared up out of the fluff atop the cuckoo’s head. This new arrival was smaller than my arm, scraggly and long necked, and it pecked the Greater House Cuckoo on the top of its head. “Tick!” Another peck, and a vehement, “Tick tock!”


  Leaning away and grimacing, Sandy pointed a finger at the tiny bird. “Is that… supposed to happen?”


  The Greater House Cuckoo lifted and tilted its head to peer back at us, only to flinch at another peck. “Yes, and also no. May I proudly introduce my daughter, Escapement? Cuckoo?”


  “She’s awfully small,” Sandy pointed out, still with a worried frown.


  “Yes, cuckoo!” Another peck, and another wince from the bigger bird. “She’ll be a Lesser House Cuckoo for some time.” Peck. “Cuckoo!” Peck. “Cuckoo!”


  “Tock! Tick tock tick tock!” clicked Escapement. For a bird with a two-word vocabulary, she sounded desperately impatient.


  “Yes! Cuckoo! Alright! Cuckoo!” The bird lurched underneath us, reaching one long leg out. It bounced again as it took the second step, and by the fifth we were rocking to the quick rhythm of a flat-out run. At least, if the cuckoo could run any faster, that would be a bit scary. The paving stones really soared past underneath us.


  That seemed to be enough to stop Escapement from pecking, but she leaned forward over her parent’s face and repeated, “Tick tick toooooock.”


  Sandy stared at this awkwardly. I hung from her arm, squeezed uncomfortably tight. Sandy’s other arm gripped the shoulder of the Greater House Cuckoo to keep from falling off as it rocked. She seemed stable enough to me, and when that became sufficiently clear Sandy asked, “What’s your name? I’m Sandy Golding.”


  The Greater House Cuckoo kept its neck stretched out for speed, but its head turned just slightly to peer back at us. “Cog! Cuckoo! Cuckoo! Half the cuckoos over There are named Cog. I wanted my little girl to have a pretty name. Cuckoo!”


  Sandy nibbled her lip, or possibly her jaw jiggled from riding a bouncing, sprinting Greater House Cuckoo. She did sound anxious. “I hope it works out. My best friend’s name is Charity, and she hates it.”


  I tilted my head back in surprise. “But Charity is a beautiful word!”


  Sandy nodded emphatically. “I think so, too! But… other kids make mean jokes. Even adults, sometimes. She almost stopped being my friend when I accidentally called her by her real name in our new school.”


  I adjusted the angle of my glasses. That was getting to be a real habit. “My whillickers. It appears that humans need heroes as well! That would seem reasonable. When everyone is special and powerful, your conflicts must be equally titanic, and require the intervention of godlike superbeings to resolve.”


  For some reason, this made Sandy snort with laughter.


  “Tick TOCK!” Escapement yelled, giving Cog’s head a fierce peck.


  Cog managed to run even faster, and between huffs and puffs told us, “Sorry. Have to run. My fault. Escapement warned me early. Cuckoo! I got lost.”


  Sandy gave me a questioning look, but all I could do was shrug. She bent low, holding onto Cog’s shoulder, and waited.


  Cog ran. Sandy sat on the cuckoo’s back. I hung from her arm. My magic glasses seemed to have removed my patience. I distinctly recalled being able to sit for hours and stare at the sky back when I was just a fluff head.


  Sandy turned her head, and I followed her gaze. There was the stone giant in the distance. It lumbered along, until suddenly… well, slowly it turned and gave us a wave. It seemed my suspicions about stone giants were confirmed: Amazing eyesight, deaf as a post. Perhaps next time we could write a message?


  Sandy kept watching the stone giant, but I looked ahead down the road. A little smudge on the horizon had grown. It looked like a wall now, or perhaps a skyline?


  Escapement saw it too, and extended her scrawny neck as if she were trying to drag Cog forward. “Ticktockticktockticktock!”


  “We’ll make it!” replied Cog, who sounded desperate but couldn’t stretch any further.


  We passed a side road on the right. Cog ignored it. We passed another on the left. Cog ignored that. They curved even where I could see, bending toward the town. It had to be a town. The line on the horizon had grown to where I could make out a solid wall of houses.


  I punched Sandy in the ribs, expecting that would feel like a nudge to her. She glanced down at me, and I pointed at the town ahead of us. She sat up straighter, and lifted me up to her shoulder. I grabbed her head immediately. Now I was really bouncing around! I didn’t feel secure even with Sandy still holding onto me!


  It was still a very nice gesture.


  The road ended in a T intersection in front of us. Well, not quite a T. The neat blue flagstone road ended, and a brick road branched off to the left from its side, and after a hundred feet or so turned and went straight into town. Another branch, this one paved with cement blocks, broke off to the right shortly before the main road ended. The right-hand road turned into the town pretty much the same way.


  Our ride lurched when we passed the branch to the right, and Cog skidded to a halt right at the end of the road. “Everybody off! Cuckoo!” it shouted. “This is as far as I go. Good luck! Cuckoo!”


  Sandy let go of me and slid carefully down onto her own feet. She winced as she did. A Greater House Cuckoo must not be a comfortable ride.


  “What is this place?” she asked.


  “Cul-De-Sac! Cuckoo! Cuckoo! Goodbye!” Cog answered, dancing impatiently from one foot to the other. As soon as “goodbye” was said, Cog’s wings flapped furiously, carrying both cuckoos up and into the air. I did see Escapement lean over the side of Cog’s head and wave with a tiny, scruffy wing.


  Sandy crouched down, and I gripped her head extra tight to remain on her shoulder. She picked up one of Cog’s fallen feathers from the road, and held it up for us both to examine. The feather was grey as dust and the size of Sandy’s hand. She ran a fingertip along the edge, and the whole feather crumbled away into sand. Ah, of course. It had been grey as stone!


  We looked up at the town of Cul-De-Sac instead. It had to be a town. It had buildings. True, they were packed wall to wall in an irregular line that circled around into the distance. Most of the windows I saw were broken, and none had lights. A number of the buildings, especially the ones that stuck out around the edges, had collapsed and had sharply tilting roofs and piles of brick and stone rubble.


  “Do you know anything about this place, Heartfelt?” Sandy asked, her tone anxious, or perhaps just skeptical.


  I fumbled through my blurry memories. Oh, my. Dying and having my stuffing restuffed had done more damage than I thought. Then I brightened. “Actually, I do! Flops mentioned Cul-De-Sac most times he visited. The first thing out of his mouth as he pulled up his wagon was usually ‘I got stopped in Cul-De-Sac, and managed to unload—’ and then some list of who he’d met and what food he’d given them. He treated visiting the town as routine, and I believe he mentioned bats.”


  As I scratched my head and squinted and did the other things that are supposed to help memory, Sandy started down the left-hand road. She hmmmd. “I guess I’m not scared of bats. Nothing about bats attacking?”


  I shook my head quickly, and puffed out my chest. Why, I almost felt offended! Almost. “Oh, my, no. That kind of thing doesn’t happen around Here. Maybe over There bats attack people! Are bats dangerous Elsewhere?”


  Sandy took a minute to respond. When she did, it was with a start. “Oh. No. I think bats are kind of cute. You hear stories about bats getting caught in your hair, but I heard that doesn’t actually happen. If it did I’d freak out, no matter how cute they are, so you guard my hair, okay?”


  I gave her a salute. “Yes, Your Highness!”


  That made her snort again.


  The road curved slowly, or at least it felt that way walking, even with Sandy’s long legs. Eventually we could see where it crossed through a gap in the line of buildings and ran into town. The place still looked abandoned. It looked abandoned even as we walked in between the outer buildings. More houses were squashed up against each other on either side of the street. Not just against each other. I could see a small cottage laying sideways in-between two wide, three-story mansions. The little building had caved the roof half-in on both of the bigger buildings.


  Most of the buildings looked old. They were literally falling apart, with skewed doorways and collapsed upper floors. I was starting to wonder if we’d found our way over There after all, when I spotted a neat little stone pedestal with a brass bowl on it.


  Sandy had seen the bowl already, and headed for it. She had just stepped up close enough for us to peer in at the pile of white wooden tokens when we heard someone yell. “Over here! Don’t just stand there, run!”


  Sandy hesitated. I whispered to her, “Do it.”


  She took off, her little rubber-bottomed shoes thumping on the brick roadway. Then I saw why we had to run, and I yanked on Sandy’s hair, burying my face against her head.


  I could just peek out enough to see the single story cement-block industrial building hit the ground behind us. The crash was worse than Sandy’s yelling, and the impact made her skip a step and stumble back upright. Wooden tokens from the knocked-over bowl sprayed all around Sandy’s feet.


  She staggered to a halt, and turned around to stare at the new building. It plugged the street neatly. Stray bricks and blocks had been knocked out of the sides and the walls didn’t go up quite evenly, but still, pretty neatly.


  “Oh, no. Oh, no no no!” the voice that had warned us complained. A ball of bricks rolled up next to Sandy and unfolded into a squat little round character. Well, he was little compared to Sandy. He was at least twice my height, not including his tail. Riding on the shoulder of a human was altering my perceptions a bit. He had bricks stuck to his whole body, and brick dust where a brick wouldn’t fit. Heavy, clawed hands reached up to grip the top of his head, and his short snout wriggled in misery.


  He wailed, “I had just finished! I dug and laid the whole street! It ran right to the road to the mists and everything!”


  “Does this happen often?” Sandy asked, looking between the road builder and the newly fallen building.


  “Not when I’ve only just stamped down the last few bricks! And—oh, no. Quick, help me put these back!” He crouched down, which his shield-backed body was very well suited for, and began to scoop up tokens off the street as fast as he could. Sandy kneeled down to help him, and I slid down her arm onto my own feet, scooping three tokens together into a small pile.


  We were too late. A light flashed, and a pale body zipped past me, grabbing all three tokens. Sandy squealed and grabbed her hair, but she didn’t need to worry. Yes, a swarm of bats descended from everywhere, but they weren’t interested in us. Each one grabbed a few tokens in its feet and flew off again. I only got a good enough look at their light-yellow bodies because each one was slowed down holding a brightly lit lantern in its mouth.


  It took them only seconds to carry off every last token, and the road builder sat down on his tail with a thump. Curling forward, he put his upper pair of arms over his head again, and groaned, “Just tell me when it’s over.”


  “They’re already gone,” Sandy answered him, but he shook his head.


  “Not the guide bats.”


  That was all he said, so we looked around, and then up and around, and I heard the first, “Cuckoo!” before I saw the first eager, beaked face peek over a rooftop.


  “Cuckoo! Cuckoo!” The hooting cry of the Greater House Cuckoo echoed up and down the street as they raced down the walls of buildings or fluttered out of the sky. Mixed among the calls were quieter but excited, “Tick tock tick tocks”. Soon we were surrounded by cuckoos, in an only slightly slower motion repeat of the bat swarm. Each cuckoo yanked a brick out of the road’s surface, stuffed it in his beak, and flew away. Some managed to stuff two or three in their beak. The cuckoo closest to us scooped up a big pile of bricks in one wing, grabbed the wall of the building next to us with the other hand, and climbed three-legged up the side to the roof, then ran off. It and the tiny chick on its head could have been Cog and Escapement, for all I could tell. They all looked pretty similar.


  There were a lot of cuckoos, and when after a few seconds it became clear they weren’t after us, Sandy let out a little laugh and started walking through the crowd. Reliably, every time she lifted a foot, the brick she’d just been stepping on was yanked away. After a few more steps there were no bricks in reach, and she had to step on rough dirt. The cuckoos thinned, flying or climbing away. The last few cuckoos all had heavy loads wrapped in one wing, and one actually had two wings full and climbed a wall just with its hind legs, moving from one window and broken gap to another, gripping the edges with those big X feet.


  The very last cuckoo yanked two bricks right out from under the road builder, packed them into its mouth with two more, and climbed away.


  Oh, my. I looked at Sandy. She looked at me. We both spread our hands helplessly. “It’s over,” she told the round and now denuded little fellow. The cuckoos had even pulled off his covering of bricks, baring the coat of spines underneath.


  The unfortunate road builder began to uncurl. Little black eyes looked up to meet Sandy’s, and now that the brick dust had been rubbed off his beige cheeks, we could see them bloom into a huge blush. He waved both pairs of arms desperately, shouting, “Don’t look! Don’t look!”


  We turned our heads dutifully, and listened to the faint crunching of heavy clawed feet padding over to the edge of the road. Scraping and grinding and clonking noises followed.


  And all of a sudden, it hit me.


  I sat up straight on Sandy’s shoulder and bopped my fist into my other hand. “Oh, my. No wonder that was so weird. Cog said it himself! Or herself. I don’t think we got that worked out. But what Cog said is that the Greater House Cuckoos are from over There! Is that right, Mister Builder Person?”


  I spun around on Sandy’s shoulder. The four-armed gentleman curled forward a little, but he was already finishing patting mortar onto his short, flat-ended snout. Now he was covered in blocks of stone taken out of the fancy ruined house next to us.


  Patting his legs with his lower arms and his lower arms with his upper arms to make sure all the blocks were in place, he nodded. “Supposedly, but I swear they spend all their time flying back and forth just to steal our roads.”


  Sandy slowly turned around, and that let me spin around to sit on her shoulder properly. I gave her a firm nod and clap of my hands. “There you are! Problem solved. I’ve always heard that everyone over There are thieves and hunters. Really very rude. Please don’t let them give you the wrong impression of Cul-De-Sac.”


  Sandy gave me another one of those pauses, but fortunately decided to be gracious. “I’ll try not to. So, what do we do next, personal adviser?”


  I blinked. Oh, delightful, a proper blink! I was getting used to this button eye after all! What did it look like from the outside? I had to find a mirror.


  I had to keep my mind on track. My head filled so easily with distracting thoughts, now that I had glasses! “Mister… can we have your name, good Sir?”


  “Charybdis,” the local grumped, picking up the fallen bowl and putting it back on its pedestal.


  “Mister Charybdis, Sir, can you give us directions to the nearest historian?”


  He hunched over a little more, not looking back at us. Well, I could understand his irritability, what with having a street stolen out from under his posterior. Still, his answer was decidedly unhelpful. “I can’t direct you to anything until the guide bats return.”


  I looked back at Sandy. “Then the logical remaining path is to explore Cul-De-Sac itself. I’m certain we’ll find it much nicer than our first impression suggested.”


  Mister Charybdis chimed in with another grunt. “That’ll be easy. Now that you’re in, Cul-De-Sac will draw you to the center. The trick is getting out again.”


  Chapter Five


  We left the road builder tearing down a house and sorting stones. I had to wonder if he was nearsighted and hadn’t noticed that Sandy was human. Perhaps I should not have assumed that everyone Here was as polite as I was used to?


  Sandy set off down the street, with me tucked into her elbow again. It was quite a street, with marble temples and multistory houses complete with turrets crammed into place against badly smashed white plaster-and-wood cubes.


  I pointed. “There!”


  “I see it,” agreed Sandy.


  A gaping hole cut all the way through the marble temple. On the other side of the next street another hole cut through a peak-roofed theater. I knew it was a theater, because with the inside exposed we could see the stage and the seating. The building behind it sported another hole, and so on, a miniature street heading right toward the center of town. Charybdis hadn’t been kidding!


  Sandy had just stepped across the pile of rubble into the theater when we heard a loud creak. I grabbed her sleeve, but didn’t need to. She leaped forward, sprinting through the building while behind us wooden beams and stone blocks crashed into heaps. The collapse set off the building behind it, and by the time we emerged onto the next street we stood in front of a ruined mess the House Cuckoos could have carried away in nets.


  Across the street, the house with a hole in it fell
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