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The Universe at the Bottom of a Cered Box

Amy Serling

“I don't careif youlikeit,” Shdlie sMom said as she dammed two cerea bowls on the kitchen table.
“Y ou and your brother are eating breskfast together. Dr. Laurasaysit’ sthe right thing to do.”

Russdll Truro looked over a Shellie through the greasy fringe of hisrust-red hair and rolled his eyes. Ever
since schoal let out for the summer Mom had one crazy idea after another to bring the three of them
together.

“Cut it out, dickwad,” Shdllie mouthed. Mom’ s back was turned, so there was no chance that she' d see.
As soon as Mom turned back, Shellie smiled swestly at her.

“Seel” Mom cried. “ Y our Sster understands. 1sn't that right, Shellie?”
Shellie nodded.

“I hate you, Shdllie,” Russdll growled. Ever snce hisvoice changed, he' d been experimenting with
varioustones and expressionsthat Shellie figured he thought were “mature’ or “masculine.” Fat chance!
No matter what he did, he couldn’t change the fact that he was a greasy, zitty ninth-grader with asunken
chest.

Shelliedidn’t even haveto say “Mom heard that.”

Eyeswide, Mom whacked Russdll’ s oily scalp and yelled, “ Apologize to your sster!” Then shelifted her
hand and peered at it, and looked back down at Russdll’ s head.

“Areyou using Brylcreem?’ Mom asked. “Isthét the style now?’
Russd| grinned, showing hisawful Slver teeth.



"Hewouldn’t know styleif he got locked in the bathroom for six dayswith astack of GQ's. He doesn't
take showers, Mom,” Shellie said in acam, measured tone as she poured herself some orangejuice.

“Eat your ceredl before you drink the orange juice,” Mom said.
“But orange juice tastes bad after cered,” Shelliesad.

Mom'’ s expression took care of that attempted resistance. Then she turned back to Russdll. *'Y ou need
to shower daily,” shetold him.

“But | do!” Russdl cried.
Thistime, Shellie was the one who rolled her eyes. “ Once amonth,” she mouthed.
“Shut up!” he retorted.

“I don’'t know how | can debate with you,” Shdlliesaid in crisp, dlipped tones. “ Y our blinding intellect is
just too much, Wussdll.”

“Shut your trap!” Russdll grabbed the cereal box and filled abowl to the brim.
“You can't put milk in now, Wussdl,” Shdlliesaid. “It will spill. And I’'m not cleaning it up.”

At once, Mom turned, the corners of her mouth tight and wrinkled in grief and frugtration. “1’m having a
Power Bar on the way to work,” she said in an agonized voice. “Thank you both once again for spoiling
what should have been alovey family med.”

Mom whirled and ssomped toward the garage door before Shellie could say anything. Russdll had
aready started to pour the milk in his cered. Just as Shellie had predicted, the sugared miniature donuts
bubbled over the top of hisbowl and landed on the kitchen table with tiny plops.

“You'resuch adick,” Shellie said as she grabbed the box from him. “Now | haveto clean it up.”
“Now | haveto cleanit up,” Russal mimicked.

“Wouss-ill,” Shellie said. The box fdt light — of course he’ d wasted nearly dl of it. “1 was hungry,
anus-face. Now there s like enough left for your stupid gerbil.”

A quarter-cup of sugary O's spilled into Shellie’ sbowl, followed by asilver seded plastic square.
“It saprizel” Russ| cried.

Shellie snatched the bowl from his clutcheswith blinding speed. “You got dl the cered,” shesaid. “I get
theprize”

“Shell-eee!” hewhined.
“Russdl, | swear to God, you act like you' re three, not fifteen,” she said.
Helooked at her, pouting, as she fished the prize from the bowl and bit one corner.

“You'll bresk your teeth,” he said in the tremulous growl that he thought sounded like Bruce Willis.
Shellie had heard him practicing to the Die Hard movies ahundred times.

“It'sjust thin plagtic,” she said, then spit out the torn edge.



Sowly, Shellietore the packet, making sure Russdll saw thefull effect. It wasn't that she cared about a
ceredl prize, of course. It was probably a plastic Scooby Doo hologram, or a Sponge Bob diding puzzle.
Even morelikdly, it was a chegp molded part to some weird toy that wouldn't be worth anything at all
without buying fifty boxes of cered totry to collect dl the different pieces and assemble them.

“What isit?’ Russdll asked, his eyes greedy and wide.

“None of your business,” Shellie said. There was another plastic packet inside the other, and she dit that
with the edge of her fingernail.

It was aring, made of somekind of iridescent plastic. No — it wasn't plagtic. It had someweight to i,
and it felt coal in the pam of her hand.

“Let meseel” Russdll demanded.
“It'sjust agstupid ring,” Shellie said, damping thering tight.

“I don't care,” Russell said. “Let me seel” He scooted hadfway around the table and grasped for her
hand.

“Leave me aone, Plague Creature,” she said. She' d gotten way too close alook a Russdll’s mouth. She
and Mom had both long since given up on warning him about what was going to happen when they findly
took off his braces.

But Russdll did get hold of the packet she’ d discarded. He opened it and fished out atiny booklet.
“Theré€ singructions” hesaid.

“Likearing needsingructions?’ she asked.

“Ha” helaughed, as heleafed through the booklet’ stiny pages. “It saysit’ saWormhole Key Ring.”

“Itisnot akey ring,” Shdliesad. “It' saregular ring. It'snot plastic, either. It'ssomekind of cheap,
shiny metd.”

Shdlie opened her hand dightly and saw the metal glittering pink, purple and blue-green. It was kind of
cool, shethought. It could even look like somekind of friendship ring from Hot Topic, shethought. In
any case, it was one cered prize Russell was never going to get his sweaty fingers on.

“It saysit'salmperium Wormhole Key Ring!” Russdll cried. “Let me seeit,” he pled.
“No,” Shelliesaid smply. “Y ou ate the cered, | get the prize. And that’ s—"

She got up from the table and held out her left hand. It wasjust akid’ sring, but Shdlli€ sfingerswere
long and dender. She held out her |eft hand, admiring her nicely-polished dark blue nails, and dipped the
ring on her left ring finger. The wedding finger! Hal Well, some day, Shellie— someday. Maybe Billy
would ask — maybe —

“Let metry it,” Russdl whined.
“When they get |cee makersin Hell, Russdll,” Shdlliesaid.

Russdl| frowned. “1 wonder what show that’ sfrom?’ he said. “Imperium Wormhole? | never heard of
that.”



“Ifitisashow,” Shdlliesaid. “Hard to believe you haven't seen it. Maybe it' s from Grungedamn X-9000
or whatever it isthat you watch al day and dl night.”

“Gundam!” he cried.

“Oh, right,” Shelliesaid. “How could | forget?’

“No, they use different stuff,” Russdll said. “ They battle evil forcesto save—"

“Russdl, you'refifteen. | can't believe you gtill watch that crap. That' sfor...”

Shdlie began nervoudy twisting thering. It was pretty tight on her finger, and it was beginning to itch.
“I havetheingructions,” he said, holding up the tiny square booklet.

“For aring?’ Shellie asked again, till moving thering around. If it didn’t quit itching, she' d haveto tekeiit
off. Andif it was off her finger, Russell had a much better chance of getting hold of it.

“It saystotwist it threetimes clockwise,” Russall said. “Then it will unlock the wormhole.”
“Oh, right,” Shelliesaid. “I'mso—"

Shetwigted the ring again. Which way was clockwise anyway?

That way.

Imagine Russdll, hisgreasy red hair blown back, mouth wide, face the color of new-thrown clay. This
wasinfinitely gnarlier than any Gundam ever imagined.

Shdlliebecame asiver girl, bathed in blinding all-colored light.
Russdll watched as half their kitchen disappeared, along with Shdllie.

“Shdliel” hecried. But it was dready far too late. Just like it said in the ingtruction booklet, Shellie was
on her
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Shellie opened her eyes and grabbed her ssomach, watching her fingers go right through her skin— her
dlver kin!

It felt like nothing — in fact, shefdt like nothing, but she was conscious as the world swirled around her,
likeacold, sckening mix of different Surpeeflavorsin agiant cup. Only the cup was atube that had no
end, and the—

Swirling stopped, and Shellie fdlt like she was going to throw up, but she didn’t. And her body changed
back from silver to its normal state, and even her L.E.|. jeans and green striped crop top reappeared.

“I didn’'t even edt the cered,” she whispered. All she'd had was half aglass of orangejuice. How could
shefed sosck?



“| fainted,” she said, blinking.

Where was Russdll? Where was their kitchen? She was supposed to meet the Gruenwald twins a the
mall in haf an hour. It didn't ook like shewas going to makeit.

Where was her pager? Upstairs on her dresser! She couldn’'t even —
“Welcome!” cried abooming, amost wet-sounding voice.

Shdlielooked around again, blinking. She was having ahorrible Willie Wonka dream. High above, she

saw aglass celling made of octagond panes. In the distance, ahazy purple form moved dowly out of a

stand of weird trees unlike any she’ d ever seen. Check — no, she had seen thistype of thing before—

those were definitely Willy Wonkatrees. It seemed like the purple shape was what had said “welcome.”
Now it was sort of hovering above ground and moving toward her alongside abrown river!

“I’'m having adream about making myself sck,” she said to hersdf. “I’m having afreaky dream because
| passed out from some blood-sugar thing.”

“Wecometo the Imperium of Grundy!” the purplething said. It wasalot closer now. “Welcome, Shellie
Truro!”

“I redly am going to be sick,” Shellie muttered, clutching her abdomen.
“Areyou ready to play the game?’ the purple thing asked in its damp, resonant voice.

Shdlliesquinted at it. Now it was hafway down the brown river through another stand of candy-fruit
laden trees, crossing apink patch of “grass,” and she could seeit closaly.

“You look just likethat guy in Candy Land!” she cried. It wasn’t Willy Wonka, she thought. Willy
Wonkawore athree-piece velvet suit and hisblond frizzy hair stuck out like he’ d dectrocuted himsalf
and jammed on histop hat to cover up the problem. Willy Wonka sort of defined “bad hair day” and
every time Shdlie saw that movie, shefdt alittle better about her own unruly curls because there waslike
— noway — that it could ever get that bad. This guy was purple, fat, blobby, mottled and jelly-like— it
wasn'tevenaguy a al.

It looked just like Plumpy, the hideous Candy Land thing. Shellie had babysat enough timesthat
Plumpy’ s squat, distasteful form was etched into her brain. On the scale of Candy Land characters,
Plumpy ranked right above the dreaded Mrs. Nut.

“If I’'m going to have a nightmare while I’ m passed out, why this?’ Shellie wondered doud.

“Three of our friends have paid to play agamewith you, Shellie Truro,” the Plumpy-creature said. Shellie
redlized she was standing on asort of proscenium, from which shining white stone steps led down into the
Candy-Willy Wonka land. Somehow, she didn’t want to go down those stepsto get any closer to
Plumpy or whatever he was.

But this being a dream, maybe her feet were just going to move anyway, whether she liked it or not.

She looked down at her feet, then back at Plumpy, as he began to heave his bulk up theright stairway,
sort of floating ahbit, then plopping back down, helping himsalf aong by something that he extruded from
his mottled purple midsection and making horrible noises that sounded just like... she couldn’t think about
it.

Plumpy’ s mouth extended from ear to ear, just like their neighbor’ s boxer. He was panting from the



exertion and he kept licking hislipswith his bubbly-looking gray-pink tongue.
“Oh, my God,” Shelliesaid.
“Canyou run fagt, Shellie Truro?’ the freak asked.

“| guess 0,” she said, hardly believing that she was conversing with it — actualy talking with Plumpy the
Candy Land loser. She turned — there was nothing behind her but ablank wall. Moments earlier, that
had been the stove in their kitchen — the refrigerator and the messed-up microwave. Shellie rubbed her
eyes. Oh, right — like shewasin some kind of blood-sugar coma, and rubbing her eyeswas going to
hdlp.

“Hereare our threefriends,” the creature said, extending another thing from his midsection between
lip-licks, clinging desperately to thefrilly meta sair rail with the first extruded appendage.

“They have paid eighty million creditsto the Imperium to play this game with you, Shellie Truro,” the
cresture said. “I assured them that thistime, we had a healthy, quick and intelligent biped!”

“Biped?’ Shelliesaid. But he had said hedlthy, quick and intelligent.
Three figures emerged from the nearest group of candy-bearing trees.

“Yes— asasentient biped, you are ever so much more desirable than a quadruped, octoped, decaped
and so-on,” Plumpy said.

“Why?" Shellie asked.

“Because your ams are free as you locomote, dlowing you far more flexibility and even the possibility of
sdf-defense!” Plumpy said, chuckling.

“Sdf defense?’ Shellie asked.

“Yes” Plumpy said. “You have ahead start of —” and Plumpy paused here, “five of your minutes. Our
friends herewill not start hunting until that time. If you reach the far sde of the enclosure and drink from
the headwaters of our river,” and Plumpy gestured toward the brown stream, “Y ou will be * home freg
and wewill return you to your originating dimension through the wormhole.”

“What?' Shelliesaid.

“Time sartsnow,” Plumpy said. A moment later, he licked hislips, his horrible head swiveled al the way
around to face the three creatures who' d emerged from the trees, and he made anodding gesture, crying,
“Gol”

Shellielooked at the three creatures. One was definitely a“ quadruped” if she remembered her agriculture
class correctly. He looked sort of like a piebald horse, but instead of one head, he had two that looked
like long snakes with tiny human-like heads at the end of each, and he was holding some type of
nasty-looking tubein hisright “mouth.” There was a hump between hisfront shoulders. Maybe that was
his“brain,” she thought. She remembered seeing a show where they talked about some dinosaurs having
their red brains between their shoulders, with awalnut-sized ball of nervesin their tiny heads.
Two-headed centaur, Shellie thought. How could adream get this bad just from orange juice?

The second creature was definitely a“biped” and he certainly held awegpon. He had amouth amost as
wide as Plumpy’s, and his face was clay-colored and ailier-looking than Russdll on an eight-day filth jag.
Shellie grimaced; thisthing didn’t even seem to have eyes. His greasy face was wrinkled like a Shar-Pel



dog. Maybe there were eyes somewhere in those folds. There seemed to be anose somewhereinit,
because he was wrinkling the wrinkles... snuffling. Mister Disgusting, she named thisone.

Thethird figure seemed out of place. Plumpy the Candy Land refugee, the mangy double-headed
centaur, and Mister Disgusting — but thiswas, well, she was sort of the wrong color to be a person,
kind of ayelowish gold, but she seemed like a pretty lady. Shellie wondered how she got around like
that without showing things that she should be keeping to hersalf — like, shejust had two strips of fabric
going straight up and down, barely covering her boobs. And some kind of biker-type chaps, only they
were silvery gold, not black. But she wasn’t the Good Witch, abiker babe, or Queen Frostine, the
Candy Land heroine. She smiled up at Shellie with pointed National Geographic teeth. A quiver of
arrows hung on her back, and abow nearly astall as shewas dung over her shoulder.

“Y ou can cal meDiana,” thewoman said in ahigh, clear voice. “ And you should run now — you have
already used up aquarter of your head start.”

Shelliefrowned. A quarter? Let's see— that was aminute and 15 seconds— or wasit aminute and a
half? No, four timesthat would be six minutes, and Plumpy the lip-licker had said...

Shellie took adeep breath and began to run. She tore past Plumpy, shuddering as she heard hiswet,
disgusting grunts. He was so fat and s0... diseased-looking.

Shdllieran past the two-headed centaur, who reared on his hind legs and said something in a high-pitched
squed; thank God she couldn’t redlly understand. He was making smacking noises as he held that
rod-weapon in his second mouith.

Migter Disgusting made nasty sounds, something like alaugh. And he was till snuffling.

The scariest one, even though she looked the most norma, was that Diana. Shellie didn’t stop running,
but she did back over her shoulder at the woman. She il had that sharp, pointy smile, and Shellie
watched her dowly remove one of those long arrows from the quiver, then unding the bow with an
unhurried gesture.

“She' sthinking of you as Plumpy,” the woman caled back to the vile purple cregture on the sairs.
“Ha-ha— aperfect name! Greedy, fat, purple and degenerate. Plumpy!”

“My lady, my lady,” Plumpy said, his horrid chuckle echoing. Shellie turned avay and ran asfast asshe
could, dodging between the weird candy trees.

Wasit candy? It washard to tell. It didn’t smell like candy. The bright-colored “fruit” smelled
somehow... medicina. Maybe even like rubbing acohal, or disinfectant.

“Hdf your timeisgone,” Plumpy intoned.

Gee, thanks, Shellie thought. Mister Disgusting looked so out of control that he probably wouldn't wait
for the time to be up to Start after her anyway. What was she supposed to do? It looked like he had a
laser cannon like the stupid things on that Gundam show Russdll watched as heturned hisbraininto jello.

Shellie found an especidly large tree with agnarled trunk, and dipped behind it to catch her breath.

The Imperium... of Grundy? Plumpy the lip-licking fresk? Eighty million “ credits?’ That would be ahuge
number of arcade games, even at one of the chesting, four- or five-credit agame ripoff places.

Shelie couldn’t remember a Grundy in Candy Land. Nothing like that in Willy Wonka, either. This place
resembled Wonka s kingdom, but it was alot bigger. Shellie was aready out of breath; she knew she



could do asix-minute mile, which meant that she... suddenly the bubbling brown stream just faded into
the distance — likeif Shdllieran dl day, she' d never get there. Looking up again, she thought that the
glass-paned dome would probably cover her entire town.

“Thisisbad,” shewhispered.

“One of your minutesleft,” Plumpy cdled, athough hisvoice sounded more distant. The proscenium and
the stairslooked pretty far away, Shellie thought, peeking back around the tree.

“Pleaselet mewake up,” shesad. “Please, please let Russell have aclue and call Mom. Cdll the
ambulance. Please et this be some type of —”

“Forty-five of your seconds,” Plumpy said.
“Shut up, you big fat perver,” Shellie muttered.
She bit her lip and Sarted running again.

“Time sup!” Plumpy cried. “Let the hunt begin!”

“Thatissonot fair,” Shellie said as she dodged between more of the bizarre trees. It couldn’t have been
forty-five seconds— more like five!

“I never said we would befair, Shellie Truro!” Plumpy’ s voice boomed.
“I’'m going to kick your big purple asswhen | get the chance,” Shdliesaid. “You'll see!”
“I do not have an ‘ass,’* Plumpy announced.

Shellie heard the wild cry that issued from the two-headed Centaur’ s free mouth echoing off the glass
panes. And then a bright golden arrow whizzed right past her shoulder.
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“| can't even eat candy before | die,” Shellie sniffled, looking around at the red and white-striped giant
peppermints, the fruit-colored bubble blobs, and dl the rest. She' d found another gnarled tree to catch
her breath.

On the bright sde, the two-headed centaur was dow and clumsy and Shellie could smell and hear Mister
Disgudting from far away. So what if he was blasting the freakish candy treesto cinderswith that
Gundam-cannon?

So what?

Shellielooked at her right forearm. It would never hed right. It didn’t hurt, not redlly. It had hurt at first,
but now it stopped. She wasin shock. Shetried to remember health class. It was athird-degree burn.
First degree was like a sunburn. Second degree was the skin layers. Third degree was dl the way
through the skin. There was no way that black, crusty stuff with weeping red underneath was anything but
athird degree burn.

Thanksto Migter Disgusting. Thanksto Plumpy!

Shellie had started to think aong the lines of getting that cannon away from Mister Disgusting. Somehow.
If she climbed up in one of thetrees...



She couldn't tell where that Dianawas. That was the one that really scared her. Those arrows. That face
— pretty until she smiled. Those sharp teeth.

Maybe the end of the brown river was closer. It was so hard to tell, looking up at that vast ceiling. Once
the creeps caught up with her, she'd had to turn dl kinds of different ways, and the whole place looked
different.

Why hadn’t she woken? Russdll obvioudy had left her in acoma on the kitchen floor, going off to watch
Gundam until hefdll into another immobile stupor. Why had she fought so much with him anyway?
Maybeif she'd just been alittle nicer, he would have called Mom — done something! No, here she was
stuck in this never-ending nightmare because she wasin some kind of coma. Maybe shewas dying on
the kitchen floor, and she didn’t even know it.

That was when Shellie started to cry.

A bright golden arrow streaked right toward her face; Shellie ducked, and it struck one of the giant
peppermints hanging over her head.

The peppermint exploded in ashower of sparks. Shellie turned, throwing hersdlf into afull somersault,
catching aglimpse of Dianastriding around atree not twenty yards away, reaching back for another
arrow.

Notching it.
Shellie looked up to see three low-hanging peppermints, each the Size of abeach ball.

Peppermints didn’t explode. They smelled minty, not weird, like rubbing acohol or Russdl’ s zit
medication. She sniffed again. That wasn't exactly right. They didn’'t smdll like... the gas Sation!

Shellie jumped and grabbed one of the peppermints with both hands. Her burned arm exploded with
tearing pain. She hefted the mint, which felt weird and light, kind of like abeach ball, and tossed it toward
the golden huntress, just as the bow sang and the arrow flew.

Right through the peppermint! And the whole thing went kaboom! It was like an Arnold Schwarzenegger
movie. Or Die Hard.

Maybe Shelliewouldn't get any candy or get home safe, but that woman Diand s hair went up like one of
her Mom'sgdl candles.

Shellie' seyes went wide— Dianaturned madly, shrieking; the thin, tissue-like fabric of her deazy outfit
had caught fire.

“Runfor theriver!” Shelliecried. Wdll, if it wasadream, big dedl, she thought. Shereally never dreamt
violent dreams and sheredlly didn’t want to see this woman go up like aRoman candle. Just so long as
sheleft Shellie done— and Shellie could wake up.

It smelled like the time she put Mom' slighter to one of her fingernail clippings. Only stronger.

“Oh, no!” came Plumpy’ svoice.

“Run!” Shdlliesaid. “It' sright over there!” She stepped forward and pointed around the trees.
Shrieking, Dianathe huntress threw down her bow, and arrows scattering, ran for the brown river.

“No! No!” Plumpy said again.



Shdliesmdled Migter Disgusting.

The whole tree exploded behind her. All Shellie could do was crouch and try to curl into atiny bal. The
force of the blast sent her rolling in a somersault, and the heat scorched the small of her back.

Not my crop top, she thought. She paid $25 for that crop top; one whole shift at Hot Topic.
Through ditted eyes, Shellie caught aflash of the golden huntress, flameslicking dl over her, jumping.
Diana s body arced, graceful and horrible at the sametime.

“No!” Plumpy screamed in his echoing, wet voice. What was he doing? Flying overhead like ahot air
baloon?

Maybe she could pop him and he' d explode like one of those incendiary peppermints, Shellie thought.

Diand s outstretched arms hit the brown stream. She dove, and flames streaked in dll directions, like a
hundred fiery snakes dithering through the water.

“Oh, my God,” Shelliesaid.
A blast from Migter Disgusting’ s cannon showered her with hot dirt and pink blades of grass.
Nothing was going to stop him. Obvioudy. And where was that two-headed centaur?

A high-pitched squed told Shellie where he was— to her right. Mister Disgusting was stalking closer
and closer on the other side, his nose-fold snuffling, his big, ugly mouth making something like alaugh.

Shdlierolled again, and got her feet undernesth her. Just like cheerleading camp, shetold hersdif.
Remember, how to get up — sheflexed her thighs and she was standing. In a breath, she was running,
dodging. Boom! Another peppermint exploded feet from her shoulder.

The centaur seemed to stop, turning around, its clumsy heads battling with each other. Shellie could not
believeit, but one of the heads stretched in her direction, while the other whipped the opposite way —
the one with the weapon. A tree behind the centaur started to shake, then fdll all to pieces, bark firgt,

peppermints last.
“Nady,” Shelliesaid, turning and running like mad.

Shellie nearly tripped over another falen peppermint. Gritting her teeth, she planted onefoot, and kicked
it toward Migter Ugly, who was ssumping aong after her.

His big mouth cracked open and a high-pitched, desperate cry came out.

“Dang!” Shdlliesaid. Hewas afraid of it! It dowed him down, long enough for her to spot another tree
that she could reach if shetried hard enough. The flames had swept up and down the brown river asfar
as she could see, and the heat wasterrible. It was some kind of oil river, she thought. Ha-ha, wasn't that
funny? Back to when shewas alittle kid, and thought everything was candy. Everything bright and...

If those peppermints exploded, what did the fruit-colored bubbles do?
She saw ablackish, person-shaped thing in the river, too, just traveling down along the stream.
Oh, no, Shellie thought. But there was no time to fed sad about it.



She reached the tree, and got hold of one of the bright fruit-globes. Something was doshing insgde of it;
Shelly wasrelatively certain that it wasn't juice. She was dimly aware of the degp throbbing burn on her
forearm, and she felt pretty sick about the flapping shreds on her back — that wasit for the crop top.

Mister Disgusting had done that.

“Eat this, you freak!” Shellie cried. And she dropped the fruit-globe and gave it her best soccer-style
kick.

He made the same high-pitched cry, and he tried to dodge — but he was as fast as any fat fourth grader,
and the fruit-globe dammed into his mid-section.

Shdlie€ smouth dropped. The fruit-globe tore through Mister Disgusting like hewasjello, leaving a
gaping semi-circle behind.

“Oh, my God,” shewhispered. Thistime, sheredly meant it.
Mister Disgusting crumpled, falling to the weird pink grass, hisremaining side flopping around horribly.

Insde Shelly’ shead, alittle voice said, “thereisno way, under any circumstances, that you could dream
this, Shelly Truro. Y ou dways hated sci-fi. Y ou never even watched Gundam. Y ou drew moustaches
with agrease pencil on that wrinkle-headed Star Trek guy on geeky Freddy’ s notebook. Y ou don't
barely even know what to cdll that two-headed horse thing! Centaur! Where' d you get that? 'Y ou dept
through Mrs. Stangbaum’s mythology lessons. So how’ d ya come up with that Diana name? Sure,
maybe thisistwisted Willy Wonka Candy Land, but...”

Migter Disgusting was mewling like ahurt kitten.

“Oh, dck,” Shellie said, even as she crept toward the fatally-wounded creature.

“I’'m—1"m going to take your gun, okay?’ shetold him. “Y ou won’'t be needing it any more.”
The dick gray flaps on hisface parted and Shellie saw two pale, sad-looking blue eyes.

“I'mredly sorry,” shetold him. “I didn’t know what that thing would do.” Well — you figured it would
do something bad, Shellie, shetold hersdlf.

One of hishands reached up; she noticed he had only three thick fingers. Like a cartoon. Only not. Each
had asquare, thick nail amost like a piece of horn. The mewling noises grew faint.

“I amredly, redly sorry Migter,” shesad.

Now she d killed the huntress woman, Diana— made her into a human (no, not human, Shelly reminded
hersdlf, even though she seemed like a person) torch, and torched up that brown river. Drink that Stuff?
What did that sick freak Plumpy think she was? A retard who' d drink Drano thinking it was Kool-Aid?

And she' d killed Migter Disgusting, too. The X-Files creature.

The sad-looking blue eyes glazed over. The mewling stopped. Her hand trembling, Shellie reached over
and did what she thought was the right thing. She drew the greasy, clay-colored fold over those sad eyes.
It felt sickening, al soft and squishy. But it wasn't oily — more dimy. Same as when you were alittle kid.
Y ou looked a something and you thought it was one way, and then you touched it and tasted it, and it
was something totaly different.

Like getting fooled by plastic fruit.



Or fruit-bubbles that were redly deadly missles. Or exploding peppermints. Or an incendiary chocolate
river.

“A disagter!” came Plumpy’svoice.

Shellie looked over her shoulder, and sure enough, she’ d been right. He was up there, hovering overhead
likeabig, fat purple helicopter. Only he didn’t have any blades, nor any motor she could see. It was just
him, and hewaslike aliving hot air balloon.

“Disgugting!” shecried. “I can’'t make up my mind, Plumpy. | can’t decide whether to explode you with a
peppermint, or cut you in haf with afruit... projectile.” Projectilel Now, that was something for Shellieto
remember that word.

“Foalish girl!” Plumpy cried down at her, his voice echoing and bubbling like he was usng amegaphone
under water.

“I could just blast you,” she said. She had Mister Disgusting’ slaser cannon blagter.
Sheamed it a Plumpy.

“You can't dothat!” hecried. “1 am an officer of the Imperium! You arejust a—"
The two-headed centaur came trotting around the nearest trees.

“Oh, rats” Shelliesaid.

Migter Disgusting’ s blaster might have looked like some kind of sci-fi gun, but... there was nothing
remotdy likeatrigger.

A button?

Shellie looked desperately for something — anything — and turned the barrel away from Plumpy toward
the centaur.

He pointed hiswand &t her, while his other head snaked aimlesdy around.

“Oh, stop that, she' sgot the Gnignellian’ sblaster!” the free head cried, in agirlish, high-pitched voice,
Even so, Shdlliefdt it wasmale— um, it turned. Y eah, it was mae unlessthings on its planet wereredly
different.

The wand wavered, but didn’t turn aside.

Shellie ducked, and the lower remaining half of Mister Disgusting— the Gnignellian, she guessed —
wavered the way the tree had, and exploded in horrible wet chunks.

“That' sawful!” Shellie cried. “What isthat thing? Why can’'t you use anorma wegpon?’ Sheamost
laughed — norma? What was normd in this place?

“Kill her! Kill her!” Plumpy cried from above.

“No you don't! You saw what | did to those other two. Do you want to end up likethem?” Shellie asked
the centaur.

The two heads twisted around each other. The free one faced the other, its big brown eyes blinking. It
had eyeskind of like agentle cow, Shellie thought. It was so weird-looking. The heads didn’'t seem very



securdly attached to its big, horsdlike body. Almost like they were afterthoughts.

And that big camel-type hump probably wasits brain right between its shoulders.

“I'll blast your hump!” she cried, aming Migter Disgugting' s blaster sraight at the hump.
“Nooooo!” shrieked the free head. The other one waved its wand hystericaly.

“You're not avery brave centaur, are you?’ she asked.

“Kill her!”” Plumpy demanded. “Don'’t be stupid, Klorm. Go ahead and —”

“You stop that!” Shellie said, looking fiercely up at the malign purple zeppelin overhead. He d had such a
hard time getting up the stairs— maybe he' d been * gassing himsdlf up,” she thought bizarrely.

Shellie sfinger touched something rough on the blaster’ s grip. She pressed, but nothing happened.
“Dang,” she said, and rubbed her finger hard dong the ridges she felt.

Thething went off, abright red bolt exploding past Plumpy, stresking straight toward the glass paned
roof.

“Oh, no!” Plumpy cried. The balt hit the panes and richocheted off as Shellie tumbled back.

It slike Grandpa s 20-gauge, she thought as she flew back and landed on her butt. Tomorrow she was
going to hurt bad, and she’ d be wearing long-deeved shirts for months.

The centaur’ s heads screamed and writhed as he tried to cover his hump.

The bolt shot down right into the river, setting off agood-sized blast that launched awall of flame toward
Shellie and the centaur.

“Run!” shecried asthefireball came toward them.

She looked over and saw that the creature was actualy running beside her, his heads swiveling madly
and screaming.

At acertain point, he tripped in the grass, and the wand went flying.

That was that for that, Shellie thought. He would probably just run off and hide, and al she had to do
was take Plumpy out. Then she'd be —

“Guardd Guardd” Plumpy cried. “The human prey ison the loose!”
“Oh, shut up,” Shdllie said asthe firebdl overtook her.
There went the rest of the back of the crop top.

But, thank goodness, the fireball had lost most of itsforce, and nearly dl its heat. The centaur wasn't so
lucky; abrief glance showed him on hisfront knees, screaming. Why couldn’t she just wake up?

Shdllie, becauseit’ s not adream.
Thisplace, whatever itis, isred.

A Star-Wars type battalion of armored clones appeared on the proscenium.



“I can’'t believethis” she said.
Stll blinking from the blast, she aimed her weapon back up a Plumpy.

“If you send those cregps down here, I'll haveto kill them,” sheyeled up a him. “I'll kill this two-headed
centaur, I'll kill them, and then, you sick fregk, I'll blast your big, purple cdlulite butt!”

“Oh! Oh! Oh!” Plumpy cried.
“Who do you think you are, grabbing people out of their kitchens?’
“Oh, my!” Plumpy said. “Guardg”

“I meanit,” Shdliesad. “I’'m sorry about those other two, even if they weretrying to kill me. What isthis
place?’

“Y ou' re adangerous, psychotic femael” Plumpy cried.

The centaur’ stwo heads were whimpering.

Shellielooked over to see most of its piebald coat burned away, pink skin showing benesth.
“I'mredly sorry,” shetold it. “That hasto hurt alot.”

The two heads nodded in unison. All four big brown eyeswerefilled with tears.

“Plumpy, that dudeisn’t any hunter or killer. It' sjust abig horse with two heads.”

“They paid eéghty million creditsto—"

“I' know, blah blah blah to the Imperium of the Blah-de-blah. What' syour stakein this, fat boy?’ Shellie
asked the maevolent floater.

“The Imperium of Grundy providesthe best persona entertainment in the galaxy,” Plumpy said.
“Guards!” he cried once more. The dozens of identical soldiers started marching down the airs.

“Plumpy, those don’t look too scary. | bet | could —"
“Human female, surrender!” Plumpy cried.
“Thisistoo disgusting,” Shellie muttered. She braced hersdlf, rubbing the trigger ridges.

Plumpy’ svast, amorphous rear vaporized. He whipped around and around in rapidly widening circles,
queding.

“Youareagashbag,” Shdliesad. “Wdll, liveand learn.”
Soon Plumpy’ s buoyancy was gone, and he plummeted rapidly, landing not far from the crying centaur.

The clone-guards stopped, frozen — Shellie had been right — they were mindless drones under
Plumpy’ s control.

Fdlen Plumpy was afraction of hisformer sdlf, deflated and wrinkled on the bizarre pink grass.

“Happy now?’ Shellie asked, standing over him with one hand on her hip, and the other holding the
blagter' smuzzle afew inches from his nasty, quivering face.



Plumpy shook and trembled, and findly said, “No.”

“You ve got some explaining to do,” Shelliesaid. “What isthis place? How did you get me here? Who
were those people and why were they paying you money — or credits or whatever — to kill me?’

“Foolish human,” Plumpy said in abubbly voice. *Y ou will never learn—"

“I'll dissect you piece by piece,” Shelliesaid. “1 have sharp fingernails and this purple skin of yoursis
mighty...”

Shellie grabbed afold of Plumpy’ s disgusting deflated flesh and tugged. It came away with an awful
tearing sound.

Plumpy managed to shriek.
“I must berepaired,” hesaid. “1 must be—"

“Y ou won't be anything after | get through with you,” Shellie said. “What are you doing kidnapping
people at breskfast and starting some kind of alien Death Hunt Three Thousand?’

“Humans... are... made for harvesting.”
“Youareso sick,” Shelliesaid.

“You areastrong human,” Plumpy said. Shellieredlized that even with hisinjuries, the dien wastrying to
gamileandlick hislips.

“Why don’t you try telling mewhere I’m at? 1 know thisisn’t adream. Thisis—"
“Y ou arein an amusement dome of the Imperium of Grundy,” Plumpy said. “ Thereisno escape.”

“Youlied,” Shdliesaid. Shelooked over at the injured centaur, and felt her eyes narrowing. “Y ou
probably lied to him, too, and to the other two. Did they think they were hunting somekind of ... animd...
for fun? Did they even know it was red? That they could be killed?’

“That would betelling,” Plumpy said. “If you must know, the Imperium assures dl of its cusomersthat
they are not hunting full Gaactic citizens. Humans are afood-species, barely considered sentient.”

“Food species” Shelliecried.

“Yes” Plumpy laughed, then he choked up something nasty and blackish.
“You'regoingtodie” Shdliesad. “That black stuff looks bad.”

“My assgtants will come and regenerate my body,” Plumpy said.
“That'snicefor you,” Shelliesaid. “1 hopeit hurtsredly bad.”

“Humansare violent and brutish, ruled by their primitive emotions” Plumpy said. “It isjudtifiable that you
be used for hunts and other entertainment.”

“What' s other entertainment? * Shellie asked, athough shereally didn’t want to know.

“Torture, organ remova and replacement, mind control, three-dimensiona blood and plasma
sculptures... you redly are primitive, aren’t you?” Plumpy said.



“Disgusting!” Shellie cried. “L ook, before you croak, hadn’t you better call someoneto help your... what
did you cal him... customer? Or don’t you care? Isn't he afull Gdactic citizen?’

“Uh, wdl — yes” Plumpy said. “1 suppose—"
Shellielooked over at the centaur, who was now writhing in agony on the pink grass.

“If hedies, do you Htill get these credits? Doesn't he have some family? What about those other two?
Dianaand theugly guy?’

“The huntressis afull-blooded princess of the—" Plumpy’ s hideous eyes widened. “Human monster!”
he cried. “Y ou will suffer dl the tortures of the Imperium for what you' ve done. We must pay —” Then
he cut himself short. Obvioudy hisinjuries had weakened his judgment. He was disclosing company
secrets. Looking over at the centaur, Shellie knew that he had heard — and understood.

He managed to right himsalf and one of the two heads spoke.

It sounded like alittle girl, and for some reason, Shellie amost laughed. After dl that had happened, the
giant, probably mortally-wounded horse with two heads had the voice of Mary Kate or Ashley Olson.

Maybe the two heads talking together would be like Mary Kate and Ashley.

“Y ou must reimburse my family twice the bounty that | paid for thistravesty,” the Mary Kate voice said.
“And you must —’

“Enough!” Plumpy cried. “I know, | know.”
“How do | get back home?’ Shellie asked.

“You cannot,” Plumpy said. “You will dieif you drink from the stream, as you have probably aready
surmised. There is no escape a the end of the chamber.”

“Y ou are such abutthead,” Shellie said, Sitting and crossing her legs, resting her chinin her hand,
balancing the blaster so it till amed at Plumpy’ s deflated head.

“What is butthead?’ the Mary Kate voice asked.

“An extremely bad, stupid person,” Shellietold it. “I’m redlly sorry you got hurt, by the way. I’'m not
naturdly aviolent person.”

“We weretold your specieswas bloody and terrible,” the creasture said initslittle girl voice. “We were
told that it was like hunting Gnignellian tooth-worms, or Lorbian fire demons.”

“I’'mjust ateenage girl,” Shelliesaid. “1 go to Rockport High, I'm off on summer break, | work part time
a Hot Topic, and today | was supposed to go to the mall with my friends.”

“What ismall?’ the centaur asked.
“A place where people shop, have fun, check out the other teenagers,” Shelliesaid.
“A socid gathering hall?’ the centaur asked.

Shellielooked glumly at the two heads. Maybe he was't going to die. He seemed to have exuded some
type of whitish, waxy materia over hisburns. Maybe he could hed himself. She hoped hewouldn't die
anyway. He had seemed the least threatening of the threesome. Almost like he redlly couldn’t hurt



anything.

“Kind of likethet,” shetold him.

“You havea.. family?’ he asked.

Maybe a the nether end of the galaxy, things il had families, Shellie thought.

“Yeah,” shesad. “My mom, and my little brother Russdll. I'll never see them again, ether.” How many
times had Shellie wished that Russdll would just disappear into another dimension? A thousand times—
and now Shellie was the one who had, and she was suddenly so tired, and hurt, and she just wanted to

ary.

S0, she did, while Plumpy made horrible gas noises and the centaur’ s brown-eyed heads watched, even
though it wasn't redlly agood cry. Shdliewasforcingit.

“What isthat noise you are making?’
“I'm crying, Centaur,” she said.
“What iscrying? My nameis not Centaur. It' sKlorm.”

“Pleased to meet you, Klorm,” Shdllie said, sniffing. “Crying is something we do when we're sad. And
when we're happy.”

“Oh,” Klorm the Centaur said. “I am sad, too. | am very badly hurt.”

“I’'msorry,” Shelliesaid again. “Like | said,” and she wiped her nose with what was |eft of her crop top,
and that made her even sadder, “I’ m not the type of person who likes hurting other people.”

“l amaVrant,” Klorm said. “1 am not aperson.”

“Well, | know that. | mean, | didn’t know the name for what you — er — are, but | knew that —”
“What isteenager?’ Klorm asked.

“A young person. Not al the way grown up yet.”

“Grignr!” both of the Vrant centaur’ s heads cried in unison.

Shellielooked over a Plumpy — Grignr — what aname! Who' d think something like that up?
“Sheislying, Klorm,” Grignr said.

“How did you cometo bring her here? What sort of contracts were executed? Did sheissueanucleic
acid print for —”

“Contract!” Shellie cried. “What are you taking about —”
“Silence, human!” Grignr, formerly Plumpy, said.

Shellie cleared her throat and aimed the blaster back at the crumpled purple form. “1 guess you forgot
who's got theweapon,” shetold him.

“Grignr, sheisnot afully-grown member of her species! Y ou set achild out inthismaze.” Klorm
hobbled toward the quivering purple mass.



“Humans are notoriousfor lies. They cannot be—"
One of the two heads swiveled toward Shellie. “ Y ou are just achild?’ he asked.

Shelliefdt her neck dtiffening. “I’'m seventeen,” shesaid. “I’'m amost grown. | mean | work at Hot Topic
and | buy my own clothes, and I’m saving up for acar, and —"

“Y ou said you had sometype of ... school... wasit? And amother, and younger sibling?’

Shellie nodded. “Mom’ sgoing to missme so much,” she said. “Maybe even Russdll will —’
“Thisisaterriblecrime” Klorm's heads said.

“| assureyou, everything' sin order,” Grignr said.

“Do you bdieve him?’ Shellie asked the centaur, who picked up his silver wand in one trembling mouth.
“No,” thefreehead said. “Grignr lies”

“Oh, oh, you do not want to say that,” Grignr said. “ Surely you do not mean to provoke an... incident...
between the Vrant and the Imperium. If you persist, Klorm, | shall have to take diplomatic measures!”

“The Vrant will take military measures againgt this place,” the free head said — it dmost sounded funny
coming inthat thin, little girl voice. But the hurt brown eyeswere full of anger and menace.

Shellie figured that the centaur meant it — and that he could back it up. What would an armadawith
giant wands like the small one do to thisdome? Shellie didn’t want to think about it.

“Klorm, listen,” Grignr said. “Please— don’t be hasty. I'm sure arefund can be arranged. Judt....

“Shut up,” the centaur said. Then the free head nodded toward Shellie. “ Climb on my back, dear,” it
sad. “Thefleshisnot burned there. Y ou must ride on me past the guards. They will not harm me. They
have dready been imprinted with my genetic Sgnature.”

“Guards, destroy them!” Grignr cried, vibrating but only risng aquarter of aninch.
“Do not be concerned,” Klorm’sfree head told Shellie. “He's—"
“I know,” shesad. “Formerly full of hot air.”

And she climbed on the centaur’ s back as delicately as she could, and rode past the armored clone
guards on the back of the two-headed centaur.
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Outside the dome, Shellie blinked againgt the brilliant light of two suns.

“Oh, my God,” she said. Beforethem lay avadt, flat plain. And at the far Sde of the plain lay aglittering
city with spiresthat reached hafway up the ky. “Thisredly isan dien planet.”

“It isthe second planet of the Imperium’smain system,” Klorm said. “ Some save for alifetime to come
hereon holiday.”

“Holiday?’ Shellie asked.

“Yes” Klorm said. “I was on holiday mysdf. | am amember of the Oligarchy of Vrant. A junior



member, but amember dl the same.”
“What doesthat mean?’ Shellie asked.
“I amnrich,” Klorm said. “And powerful.”
“Oh,” shesaid.

“Y ou destroyed two others of smilar status,” Klorm said. “I must credit you for being agreat warrior,
evenif you are only achild of your species.”

“Wow,” Shdliesaid. “Likel sad, | didn’t really want to hurt them. They werejust —”
“Trying tokill you,” Klorm said. “I know.”
“Klorm, why are you helping me?’

“Youarejust achild!” the head exclaimed. “Y ou should never have been there. How did Grignr deceive
you? Did he—"

“It wasthe cered box,” Shelliesad. “I mean, the prize.”
“Thewhat?’ Klorm asked.

They were dowly making their way across the plain, which was strewn with sharp rocks. Klorm the
centaur’ sfeet seemed solidly-hooved and strong. And the waxy white stuff over his burns seemed to
have hedled him.

“The cered box. My Mom was making us eat breakfast together — me and Russdll — | mean. And we
were fighting over the prize in the cered.”

“The prize? Cered isatype of food?’

Shellie nodded, then redlized that the centaur’ s heads could not see her. She looked back and saw that
the weird Willy Wonka land had been contained in avast dome that gleamed brightly under the two suns
light.

“Yes. It'swhat... it's something kids like for breskfast.”

“| see” Klorm said. “And this... prize?’

“Cered boxes comewith prizes” Shelliesaid. “Usudly they're supid toysfor little kids.”

“Ah,” Klorm said. “ Do continue. What was this prize you and your fellow spawn were fighting over?’
“It' s<till hereon my finger,” Shellie said, showing Klorm’s second head thering.

He pulled up short and reared back. Shellie nearly fell, struggling to right herself.

“A quantumring!” hecried. “ Aliiiiii!”

Then he garted running in circles.

“It'sjust aring,” Shdllie said, clinging desperately to the centaur’ s hump.

“You're hurting my nerveendings,” he cried.



“I thought that was your brain,” she said.

“Yes yes” Klorm said. “Please—"

“All right,” Shdlliesaid. “But cam down!”

“A quantum ring!” Klorm cried again. “Please, do not touch it, | beg you,” he said. “It will —”

“Will what?” A mischievous thought cameto Shellie, and she reached toward her ring finger.

“No! No! Wewill be hurled through awormhole to an unknown dimension. Please, | beg of you —"

“All right,” shesaid. “I promise | won't touch it. So, thering really did open awormhole to that place?
That’ swhat Russell said. He got the ingtructions. | got thering.”

“Oh, Great Maker of Vrant,” Klorm said. “That gnigging gronting crimina Grignr hastorn aholein the
fabric of the universe dl for afew gnigging credits”

“What does that mean?’ Shdlie asked.

“Nothing good,” Klorm said, hisgirlish voiceflat and depressed-sounding. “But it will have to be put right
before Vrant attacks the Imperium.”

“Y ou're going to attack thisplace?’ Shellie asked.

“Assoon as| get home, we' re coming back with an armada,” Klorm said. “ After we figure out how to
fix the hole that gronting piece of gnigness made in space and time.”

“If you fix thehole, can | get home?” Shelliesaid.
Klorm cleared one of histhroats. It sounded like akitten spitting up ahairball.

“Get home? Oh, yes! | didn’'t know about the quantum ring before. Of course you can get home with
thet.”

“Thank God!” Shdlliecried.
“Whoisthat?" Klorm asked. “I’m the one who rescued you. It is| who should be thanked.”

“That' sright,” Shdlliesaid, smiling to hersdlf. Shetickled the quickly-regenerating fur atop Klorm’'s
nerve-hump. Both of his heads purred in pleasure, as he carried Shellie toward the shining city.
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“Klorm, areyou redly aprince?’ Shellie asked. “I’ ve never met a prince before.”

“Wadl, perhgps” Klorm said. “I am technicaly ajunior oligarch. Of the Oligarchy of Vrant.”
“Ah,” Shelliesaid. “That’ slike a prince though, huh?’

Klorm swiveled hisfree head and nodded it. “It isapostion of privilege and honor.”
“Inawerd way,” Shdliesad, “Thisiskind of exciting.”

They had dready crossed three quarters of the plain, and the city now loomed amost like awall of
shining glass spiresthat filled athird of the sky. Shellie couldn’t even guess how many people— no, she



thought — creatures or diens— lived there. It made New Y ork look like somelittle town out in the
middle of West Texas.

“How many people— um — well, dienslivethere?’ she asked Klorm.
“Eight billion,” Klorm said. “Citizens. There are about twice that who aren't citizens.”
“That's, uh—" Shdliesaid. “More than ever lived on the Earth.”

“Wadll, you are from an unenhanced, unimproved segment of the galaxy,” Klorm said. “No offense,” he
added amoment later.

“How many planets are there, Klorm?’ she asked.

“No oneknows” he said. “But there are twenty-thousand worlds that are part of the civilized
Colloquium. Although | must say now that the Imperium will probably be leaving the Collogquium. Morgh
and Dianawere also very high-placed from their worlds. Their people will aso protest and perhapsjoin
usinour assault.”

“Wow,” Shdlliesaid. “Y ou mean the golden lady — the one that —”
“Yes,” Klorm said. “Morgh was the one with the gray skin and —"

“Ugly face,” Shdlliesaid. “1 wascdling him Mister Disgusting.” Shellie thought of those sad blue eyesand
felt very sorry once more. No matter how mean he was, that ugly creature had been tricked, just like
Klorm and thewoman. They'd all been tricked.

“That'sdl right,” Klorm said. “I didn’t like him much, elther. Gnigndlians are savage.”
“Yegh,” Shdliesad.

“But even s0,” Klorm said. “They would not approve of this, and al worldswill protest ripping aholein
time and space just for the purpose of —”

“Klorm!” Shellie cried. “ Something's—”

All around them, the ground had begun to boil, most asif it was agiant pot of catmeal instead of red
rock and sand.

“Gronting gnigg!” Klorm cried, along with severa other complex expressonsthat Shellieredly couldn’t
think how to duplicate.

“What' s happening?’ she asked.

“The hole!” Klorm cried. Shellie looked back toward the distant glass dome — or, she saw witha
terrible sinking feding — where it had been. 1t was gone, and there was an awful, swirling black place
whereit had been.

“So much for Plumpy,” shesaid.

“I can't—" Klorm said. He was swaying back and forth. Shellie looked down in horror to see that the
very sand and rocks were being sucked from underneath them, and aterrible howling wind had begun.
Sand was pitting her face, and Klorm was struggling onward, but —

“Klorm!” shecried.



“| can’'t make it much farther,” Klorm said.
“l cantdl,” shesad. “That'sa— likeablack hole, isn't it?”’

“It' sawormholein the process of enlarging itsdf,” Klorm said. “ There' s nothing we can do. | mean, if
we could get to adecent lab, look a how they calibrated that quantum ring— but thisisjust —"

Klormfdl flat on hisbely, his headswrithing. Shelly nearly flew off, but somehow kept hold of his hump.
He cried in pain, and she grabbed the nearest neck.

“Can’'t — breathe—" he said.

“I’'msure,” shewhispered. She could fed the whole surface of the planet being sucked away, and a
horrible, draining cold unlike anything she d ever felt before.

“I'm going to do what | did thefirst time,” shetold Klorm.

“No!” hecried. “You don’'t know what will happen. | mean, it could trigger ameeting of matter and
anti-matter and we could destroy thiswhole quadrant. Thet ringis—"

“Russ| said twigt it three times clockwise. And | wasjust playing withit, and | guessthat’swhat | did.”
“Shdlie, do not!” Klorm cried.

Shdllie sexposed back felt like it was freezing into ice chunks, and the world was spinning. Sand was
etching deep groovesinto her face. Surely they had only seconds before they joined the former Plumpy
and his dome-kingdom in whatever that wormhole was leading to —

Only trouble was, Shellie smply could not remember which way was clockwise, and which way was—
She just twisted the ring, three times, asfast as she could.
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Russ| screamed likeagirl.

“Omigod! Omigod! Omigod!”

“Just don't pee your pants,” Shellie snapped, as soon as her mouth turned from silver to normal flesh and
she could move.

Klorm’s heads shuddered and dipped from liquid Slver to their former piebald, white-wax coated salves.
The dark, soft brown eyes blinked around at Shelli€ s kitchen, taking in the spilled cered and milk, the
discarded prize wrappers, and the tiny square instruction book.

“Y ou mugt be the stable-mate to Shellie,” he said.

“A taking two-headed horse that soundslike Mary Kate and Ashley Olson!” Russell shrieked.

So then of course he peed his pants.

“Areyou atwo-headed camel 7’ Russall asked.

“You did peeyour pants,” Shellie said in adisgusted tone. “Y ou are so embarrassing, Russell.”
Russdll looked down, then back up a Shellie and Klorm. His knees were actually knocking together.



Sheadmod fet sorry for him.
“ThisisKlorm,” Shelliesaid. “He san dien prince and he rescued me.”

“Omigod, omigod, omigod,” Russell said. “1 haveto cal Mom. Shellie, look at your arm! Y our faceisal
dirty! Andyou'reshirt’sjust like hanging—"

So findly he' d noticed that something had happened to her. “Don’t you dare,” Shellie snapped. “I’'vejust
gone through more adventure than in seventy-five Gundam shows, and you' re going to clean up that
cered messand listen to what Klorm and | haveto say.”

Russdl’ s metd-filled mouth worked silently as he gaped a Klorm, and findly, he sad, “ Okay, 9s.”

“The spongeisby thesnk, Russdll,” Shellie said watching him grope around the kitchen. “Y ou’ d know
that if you didn’t expect me and Mom to wait on you like you were acripple.”

“What is cripple?’ Klorm asked.

“A person who's— uh— who has some kind of birth defect. Who isn’t physically ableto take care of
himsdf,” Shelietold Klorm.

“Ah,” Klorm said. 1 forget dl the misfortunes that happen on unimproved worlds.”

Helooked toward Russdll. “ He appears to have voided some type of offensive fluid. Isthiscommon
among younger stable-mates? Sometimesit happens on Vrant. Only with the very young, though.”

“He peed hispants,” Shdlietold him. “1 guessthat could be caled voiding offensve fluid.”
“Shut up, Shellie! Y ou' re the one who brought an alien fresk back home.”

“Russl,” Shdlie sngpped, “I'm going to say thisonce. Klormisn't an dien fresk. HE smy friend, and he
saved my life”

“And your stable-mate also spared my life” Klorm said. “ Sheisvery mature and caring for ayoung
cresture from an unimproved, primitive planet.”

“Thank you,” Shdllie said, stroking Klorm’'s hump. Again, he purred.

“Oh, Jesus,” Rusl| said, finaly finding the sponge.

“WhoisJesus?” Klorm asked.

“We never got to God earlier,” Shdlietold Klorm. “I’ll tell you about both on the way to the mall.”

“The socid gathering place you spoke of 7’ Klorm asked. “ Shellie, we must work to get me back to
Vrant. | fed that the Imperium’ s second planet is gone by now, and perhaps their whole system, but the
quantum ring appears to work somewhat. If | can find ascientific or research center on this planet,
perhaps we can configure the ring to return me to my home planet.”

“There stheingruction booklet right there,” Shelliesaid.
“That’smine!” Russdl cried, putting his hand over thetiny square.
“RusHl!”

“Fair'sfar,” hesad. “You got thering, and | get theinstructions.”



“Russl, will youwakeup?’ Shelliesaid. “Thisisared aien. It's not a presto-chango robot warrior or a
cartoon. And he deservesto get home, sameway as| did.”

“Y es, young stable-mate. | would like to return to my fields and palaces.”

“Pdaces?’ Shellie asked.

Klorm'’ s heads nodded. “| have seven,” he said.

“Wow,” shesad. “Wait until my friends hear thisl”

“It'snotred,” Russdl said. “Maybe I’ ll just throw the ingtructions down the disposal.”
“Russl, I'm going to kill you,” Shdllie sad.

“Shemeansit,” Klorm said. “I’ ve seen her with my own four eyes.”

“Oh, my God,” Russdll said. The ingructions were between hisfingers.

“Russl, Klorm has aweapon that will melt down every Gundam you have. He can vaporizethe T.V. He
can vaporize the entire house!”

Thiswas not precisdly true, as both Klorm and Shellie had lost their wegpons back on the long-gone
plain when the wormhole had started pulling themiin.

“Theyounger should respect the elder,” Klorm said.

“What do you know?’ Russell said. “1 should just —” and he sarted toward the sink, holding out the
booklet.

“Russdl Truro!” Shellie cried, legping off Klorm'sback and grabbing Russdll’ s arm before he got two
sepsfrom thetable.

She grabbed the booklet and it tore negtly in half.
“Oh, Rusl,” shesaid.
“Thatisdl right,” Klorm said. “1 am sure we can put the halves back together.”

Russdll shouted in despair as one of Klorm's heads snaked over and snatched the remaining half from his
fingers

“You arenot clean,” Klorm said in adisapproving tone as his other head sniffed and its nose wrinkled.
“Maybeh€ll ligentoyou,” Shdliesad. “Hesurewon't listen to me or Mom.”

“I took a shower Tuesday,” Russdll said.

“Oh, my God,” Shellie said. “Which Tuesday?’

Klorm took the other haf of the booklet in his second mouth and did something so quickly that Shellie
couldn’'t make out exactly what happened. Moments | ater, the booklet was whole again. Klorm extended
his head, and she took it from his mouth.

“Now, let'ssee” shesaid, flipping the tiny pages. It looked just like agame handbook, just like any little
piece of junk that camein a cered box.



“Imperium Wormhole Key Ring,” sheread. But it was impaossible to decipher the pictured ingructions.
Obvioudy they’ d been drawn by dydexic dien creatures. “ Turn three times clockwise,” she continued.

“What is clockwise?’ Klorm asked.
“A clock issomething we useto tell time,” Shdlliesaid.
“You are 0 supid, Shellie)” Russdll whined.

“You know what?’ Shellie asked her brother. “When | was trapped in that aien deasth match, | was
actualy crying because | thought I’ d never get home to see Mom again. Or you, Russell.”

“ Alien death match?’ he asked.

“Y es, the Imperium crimind Grignr tricked her into using this quantum ring, which was placedillegdly in
your food container, mimicking the children’s prizes you were obvioudy accustomed to fighting over,”
Klorm said. “And hetricked me and two other hunters who have now joined their maker into thinking
she was adangerous, wild and vicious creature deserving of being hunted down and killed.”

“Huh?’ Russdll said. “What' s he talking about?”

“Grignr was an evil alien who looked just like Plumpy in Candy Land. HE sdead now,” Shellie said.
Russ| blinked uncomprehendingly, looking between Shellie and Klorm.

“That'saclock,” Shellie said, pointing out the green dai sy-shaped kitchen clock to Klorm.

“Ah,” Klorm said. “I had dmost forgotten that such devices were part of primitive, unimproved cultures
iconography.”

“Klorm,” Shdliesaid. “I love you, but could you be alittle less denigrating of Earth? It ismy home, after
al”

Klorm nodded both heads. “I am sorry, Shellie,” he said. “If you are confused about the instructions,
perhaps you should closdly observe the movement of the longer time-measuring element of that device.”

“The second hand?’ Shellie asked.

“What else could it be, dimbo!” Russall cried.

“Shut up!” Shellie cried. But she watched the second hand as it moved around the clock.

“But | twist the ring clockwise asit faces me, or asthe ring faces outward?’ she wondered aoud.

“Perhaps we should reflect on thisfor atime,” Klorm said. “Y ou are the one who used the ring before,
not me,” he added.

Shellie nodded. Y ou could give me aride down to themall,” she said. “I can think about it on the way.
There saredly big clock there, too.”

“That clock’ s been broken for three years, Shellie,” Russell said.

“Y ou can cometoo if youwant,” Shellie said, giving Russdll thelook that meant “shut up and shut up

“But —" Russdll said, looking down &t his pants.



“Y ou can change and take ashower,” Shelliesaid. “We'll wait. That is— if you want to go.”

Klorm and Shdllie waited. For some reason, Shdllie didn’t care how shelooked. After amoment, Klorm
leaned down and cleaned the spilled cereal and milk from the table with both of his mouths.

“Délicioud” hecried. “If you seethat... clock... will it assst you?’
Shellienodded. “I think so,” she said.

“And then we can use the ingtructions and you may transport me hometo Vrant? 1 will show you my
castles, one by one.”

“That soundsincredible,” Shellie said, climbing once more on Klorm's back and scratching his hump.
Russdll garted to climb on too, but Shellie got him to back off with asingle glance.

“He sbeen hurt,” shesaid. “He can't carry both of use.”

“Hesoundslikealittlegirl,” Russdl said. “How do you know he'sahe?’

“Girlsknow, Wuss-ill,” she said asthey left the house and started down the sidewalk.

“Wait until Karin and Katrinaget alook at you,” Shelliesaid.

“These are other stable-mates?” Klorm asked.

“They're her girlfriends,” Russdll said as hewalked glumly behind. “They’ reredlly stupid twinswith
hardly abrain between them.”

“Two? One brain?’ Klorm asked.
“Don't get any idess,” Shelliesaid. “You'remy Vrant prince” But shewas smiling.

Asthey rounded the corner from Mapleto Main sireet, the postal carrier came by in her little jeep. And
swerved al theway over the curb and into the corner house' s mailbox.

And that was when Shellie knew for sureit had been no dream.

“Russl,” shesad, leaning over Klorm'’ s broad, piebald back. “Don’'t pee your pants. Okay?’
“Shut up,” hetold her.

“Isthis better than Gundam or what?’ she chortled. “1 don’t even like those type of shows!”
“What is Gundam?’ Klorm asked.

“Don’'t get him started —" Shelliesaid.

But it was another fifteen blocks to the mall. And Klorm was a curious cresture,

Asthey got to the mall, Russdll reached up and took Shellie’shand to help her down.
“I'mglad you're home,” he sad.

At first, she was so surprised she couldn’t speak. “Me, t0o,” she said at last.

“You gonnatell Mom?’ Russdll asked. “1 mean, thekitchenis still amessand —”



“Areyou nuts?’ shesaid. “What am | supposed to say to her?’ Russell was the most aggravating lower
form of life known to man. But now she' d seen alot of life never known to man, and therewere alot
worsethings. Shellie thought about that. And for some reason, that was when sheredlly started crying.

- TheEnd -



