The tower was about two hours walk from Saintsburgh, along an open and straight road between green and golden fields. The three girls and one boy found it quite a trek though, and their bodyguard had to work hard to keep them all moving at a decent pace.

"Come on," Kirie huffed. "By the time your quest is over, you'll have covered almost the entire planet on foot. You might as well give up if you can't stand a short walk in the afternoon."

"Fine by me," Bart replied, pouting as he did so. He'd been difficult and obstructive ever since he got here, and was getting on everyone's nerves. The girls ignored him and carried on.

"So why are we going to this tower again?" Jessica asked.

"Weren't you listening last night?" Lisa asked her, half scolding Jessica. "We need a guardian..."

"One of *us* has to be the guardian," Allison added.

"Yeah..." Lisa said.

"OK, so why can't we bring Kirie then?" Jessica asked. "She'd be perfect - she knows this place, she's big and tough and a great fighter, and she can probably carry all our packs easily..."

"Because," Kirie replied, "the prophecy explicitly states that only you four can travel together. Because I have my own duties to perform for the king. And because..." - the centauress reached down and slapped the back of Jessica's head - "I am not your pack mule."

Allison smirked at Kirie's treatment of Jessica, even as the older girl yelped. She'd certainly deserved it, at least. Still, she couldn't help but feel a little bit of trepidation. 

Everyone back in Saintsburgh had seemed a little disturbed that such young children would have to set out alone on a journey like this. Bart and Jessica were only ten, which was bad enough - Lisa was eight, which was even worse, but people had accepted that. When people had heard Allison was only seven years old, several of them had cracked and offered to adopt her rather than force her to embark on such a long and dangerous journey. And she'd genuinely had the option of accepting. Even Jessica had tried to tell her she should.

But she felt she hadn't had any choice but to accompany them on this journey. After all, how could she not? Putting aside the chance to see a completely different world, how could she abandon her friends like that? What if something happened to them?

She looked up. A forest loomed in front of the group - tall, leafy green trees under a placid blue sky. It seemed welcoming and safe - it would be OK to stay relaxed for a little longer.

Then she craned her sight a little further up. A huge grey tower rose out from the treetops, round and perfectly smooth, windowless and featureless.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

The group proceeded under the cover of the trees and eventually emerged into a clearing adjacent to the tower. As the four children stared up at it, Kirie led them to the base of the tower. An assuming archway was built into the wall, with no door to keep anything in or out. Inside it seemed pitch dark aside from the dim glow of some torches by the door, and more torches on the opposite side of the tower next to a closed metal door.

The four kids pressed ahead of Kirie, who hung back.

"It's up to you from now on," Kirie said. "I cannot enter this place."

She reached into her pack and picked out a torch, which she handed down to Lisa. "Here. You'll need this for light."

"Thanks Kirie..." Lisa said nervously.

"Do we have to go in there?" Bart asked, trying to hide his apprehension.

"You do," Kirie replied. "Don't worry. I'm sure everything will work out for the best.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lisa carefully lit her torch from one of the torches by the arch, and led the way into the tower. The stone floor clacked under their shoes as they looked around the room, trying to make out what little the torches illuminated. It seemed perfectly bare aside from the torches and door at the other end of the room. The place had a high ceiling, probably about 20 feet high.

"Anyone got any bright ideas about what we're supposed to do?" Jessica asked.

"Try the door?" Allison suggested.

Bart marched forward and pulled at the handle, but the door did not budge.

"It's locked."

"Only the one chosen to be the guardian can open it," a hoarse voice cracked from the darkness, and the four of them jumped. They looked around for a moment, until a pair of torches on the wall to their right sputtered into life. A small woman sat half bent over against the wall, rags covering her head. "Only the bravest of you will be chosen to be the guardian, and she will open the door, and face her test."

Jessica was the first to gather her voice.

"Is the test dangerous?"

"It may contain a great deal of pain and suffering... it may even bring your death closer."

The four kids looked at each other nervously. Then Bart purposely stepped forward.

"I'm the boy, I should protect you girls. Make me the guardian."

She cackled. "Your readiness to volunteer is commendable, but your bravery is lacking. You are already in full retreat from reality. You are not fit to be the guardian, child... you shall not be for some time."

Bart gaped for a moment, and then narrowed his eyes at the ancient woman.

"What do you mean, in retreat?" he asked, his voice shaking a little. "I'm not..."

"There is no room for debate," the woman said, and she raised a hand. Bart immediately stopped talking in mid-sentence but his lips continued to move, and after a moment he tried to look down at his own mouth. He clamped his hands over his mouth for a moment, and then tried to continue to talk, but no sound would come out. The others let out a gasp.

"What did you do to him?" Lisa asked, horrified.

"The voice will be returned when the guardian starts to ascend," was the only reply. "Bart will be fine. I merely wish to proceed without pointless outbursts."

Bart continued to rapidly move his lips at the old woman for a while, and Jessica giggled.

"Looks like you shut him up," she said happily. "Can you teach me how to do that?" she asked, making Bart glare at her.

"You have no right to laugh," the woman said, scolding her. "You are the oldest and boldest here. By all rights you should be ashamed that you have not already volunteered to be the guardian of the others." Jessica glared at the old woman as she continued. "Are you a complete coward, or just inherently selfish?"

Jessica fixed the old crone with a stony stare.

"I'm not afraid, and I'm better and more virtuous than anyone here. I can be the guardian."

"Selfish, cowardly, vain and a poor liar," the crone replied with a wheezing laugh. "The role of the guardian is to protect your comrades... not your wounded pride."

"Yeah? Maybe," Jessica replied, completely unashamed of the crone's appraisal of her. "Well, who's going to do it if Bart and I can't?" She pointed to Lisa and Allison. "The second graders?"

"Perhaps," the woman replied, and the pile of rags turned to face Lisa and Allison. "They may be suitable."

"What?" the three girls said in unison, and Lisa and Allison looked at each other, the same thought running though both their heads - 

*One of us is going to be picked, and if it's the other one she might end up hurt or dead*

"Pick me!" Lisa quickly shouted.

"No, pick me!" Allison cried.

"You both seek to protect the other," the crone said. "A fine start, but I wonder which of you is truly more suitable."

The crone stood up, and both Lisa and Allison felt a heavy presence fall on their shoulders as the shadow at the back of the room focused her gaze on them. They stood there, stock still, feeling something move over the top of their brain, rooting and searching through their memories.

After what seemed like hours, the crone slumped over, and sank to her knees. The kids kept staring at her, cautious about moving, and then the figure raised a fragile finger and levelled it directly at Allison.

"The smallest one... the youngest one. The one who had the chance to hide away and did not take it. Who did not come here because she had no other choice, but who came because she worried about her friends."

The figure straightened up, and rose into the air, hovering high above the children's heads.

"You are the chosen beloved of Sellini; her avatar in this game, and the guardian of your friends. Open the door and ascend the tower. You have one hour."

There was a sudden crack, and the rags suddenly fell to the ground as whatever wore them suddenly vanished. A roar circled around their heads as torches on all sides of the room flared into life and the room was flooded with painful blinding light.

The kids yelped and closed their eyes, only opening them a moment later when the room quietened down. They glanced around nervously.

"What the hell was that?" Bart asked, before gasping. "Hey! I can talk again!"

"Shut up, Bart," Lisa said, spinning to look at Allison. She was looking around the room with a new sense of awe - strange, considering how bare the walls were.

"Allison!" Lisa paused for a moment, trying to think of her next question. "Are you OK?" seemed to suffice.

"I think so," Allison replied. She looked down at her hands. "I don't feel any different. But... it said it picked me..." she added, nerves rising in her voice.

"We're doomed..." Jessica muttered.

"Jessica!" Lisa yelled back.

"Well, we are! How's she supposed to protect the rest of us?"

"That remains to be seen!" Lisa retorted. "That Sellini... she's a goddess, yeah? I don't think she'd pick Allison if she couldn't..." she looked at Allison, "right?"

"I hope so..." Allison looked across the room at the metal door at the back. "I really hope so."

------------------------------------------------------------------------

There was only an hour to climb the tower. Allison could waste no time.

While Bart and Jessica commiserated about not being picked, Lisa escorted Allison to the door. It easily opened when Allison pulled it and she looked though. A spiral stairway curved around to the left. It looked dark up there.

"Are you sure you're OK with this?" Lisa asked.

"I'm scared to death," Allison replied, shuddering. "I wish I had some idea what was up there."

"You don't have to do this," Lisa said. "We could probably go back now."

"Yeah, but I said I would..." Allison replied, trying to fake a brave smile. "So I guess I'd better. It's probably not that bad anyway... right?"

"Right," Lisa replied uneasily.

"I'll be back in an hour. Just wait for me here..."

"Good luck!" Lisa shouted as the door began to close, and Allison tried to reply but it ground closed before she could.

The stairs curled around to her left, and she peered up them. They were only occasionally lit with torches, but there was enough light to see by, and additional light flooded in from a room much further up. She started to walk, ascending the shallow steps...

1...2...3...

13...14...15...

28...29...30...

36...37...38...

49...50...51...

"Fifty two," she said as she took the final step, and she peered into the room.

It was sparsely decorated, but much nicer than the barren bottom floor. A rich red carpet lay in the centre of the circular floor, and around it stood a few pieces of furniture - a full length mirror, a bed, a small couch and a table with a few pieces of fruit on it. There were windows in the walls, despite the fact that there hadn't been any on the outside of the tower, and daylight flooded in though them. Curious, she walked over to the window and hauled herself up to the ledge so she could see out.

To her shock, the view outside was of Saintsburgh - she was back in the city. The sights, sounds and scents of the streets flooded in though the window - genuine, convincing and utterly impossible.

Allison lowered herself back down, and muttered the obvious to herself.

"This is not an ordinary room." She looked around cautiously, waiting for the surprise, but nothing happened.

"I don't think I'm really back home," she added, and let out a groan. "I should have studied magic more. Denzil would have a idea of what this is."

As she said that, a strange feeling came over her, like she didn't know who Denzil was, but that was ridiculous. She'd known him for months - the son in her new adopted family. She dismissed the strange thought and cast a quick glance over the rest of the items in the room. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary though. Soon all that was left to investigate was the doorway.

More stairs leading up and to the left. Looking back at the strange room, she started to ascend.

1...2...3...

13...14...15...

28...29...30...

36...37...38...

49...50...51...

As she ascended to the second floor, a lump caught in her throat as she looked in and saw... EXACTLY the same room. Running inside, she looked around, and couldn't see any difference. Even the scene outside was similar, though not identical.

She really wished Denzil was here to explain this, or even her adopted mom or dad. It would be good to have the emotional backup at least. Most of all she wish Lisa had been able to come up with her, or even that Penny or Sarrifa had been able to come with them at all. It didn't seem very fair that the girls that had come from Springfield had to make this journey alone.

The doorway at the end of the room contained the same stairs as before. Feeling a little creeped out and uneasy, Allison started to climb them.

1...2...3...

13...14...15...

28...29...30...

36...37...38...

49...50...51...

The same room again on the third floor. Allison stepped inside and looked around. Still identical, but... something seemed subtly different. She really couldn't put her finger on it - it was just a persistent, niggling feeling in the back of her head.

She ignored everything in the room and headed straight for the exit. The same stairs curved off to her left, and she climbed them.

1...2...3...

13...14...15...

28...29...30...

36...37...38...

49...50...51...

The fourth floor. Same room again, but still with that strange subconscious feeling of difference. She hated this. She hated everything... she hated the day Dario pulled her hair, she hated the way Denzil treated her like a baby, she hated the way 'mom' and 'dad' wouldn't let her mind the shop by herself or use the chopping knives. She hated the nasty cramps in her stomach that had given her such a shock a few months ago, and the nasty herbal team 'mom' made her drink to dull them, and the fact that she didn't have any of that tea *right now.*

She hated the fact she had come to Empirical at all, and wished she could just get to Springfield. That was why she was here, after all - to get this journey on the road and do whatever it took to get home. There was no time to waste. She marched across the room and immediately started ascending the stairs.

1...2...3...

13...14...15...

28...29...30...

36...37...38...

49...50...51...

Allison strode onto the fifth floor with a smile on her face, looking out over the now-familiar sight of the room. It really was some remarkable magic that was doing this, she thought, and she idly wondered what would happen if she left an item out of place on one floor. She ambled over to the bowl with the fruit in it and picked out an apple, before ducking down below the bed and hiding it behind one of the bedposts. It would be interesting to see if it was still there on the next floor.

The strange feeling that the room had changed was persisting, but she couldn't pin it down, so she walked over to the window to see if anything had changed outside. The street was still bustling, but one of the shops had changed from a bakery to a shoe shop, and the sky was overcast - not the pure blue it had been the previous times she'd checked the window.

As she stood there watching the street, she realised what was bugging her.

She was *standing* there.

The previous times she'd checked this window, she'd had to stand on her tiptoes and lift herself up to the window ledge to see out, but now she was standing with her heels almost flat against the floor.

Alarmed, she took another look around the room, and started to realise why it seemed to have changed without changing... she hurried over to the mirror and gazed into it, her jaw dropping as she did so.

The girl in the mirror was her, but she certainly wasn't seven years old. She looked several years older - she couldn't immediately guess, but she had to be older than ten... not quite a teenager yet though. Her clothes had adjusted to fit her, and to her shock she saw that at some point she'd cut her long hair short - it was a mere chin-length bob now.

"What... what the...?" She gaped at herself in the mirror and reached forward to press her fingertips against it. She couldn't believe this...

"Oh my..." she eventually stuttered. "How did this..."

Against her will, her eyes were slowly drawn to her ribcage. Nervously she pulled the front of her dress open and peered inside - a moment later her eyes widened and her lips pursed into thin lines.
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------------------------------------------------------------------------

"LIISAA!"

Bart, Lisa and Jessica jumped as the door flew open and they heard Allison's yell. She was standing in the doorway, clearly out of breath, holding her chest and wheezing.

"Allison!" Lisa yelled, springing to her feet and running toward her friend. "Allison! Are you OK? Are you hurt?"

Bart and Jessica also moved up, out of both concern and curiosity.

"Not hurt..." Allison gasped.

"What's wrong then?"

"C-can't you tell?" Allison asked, and Lisa took a moment to look her over.

"Not really... you look tired, but otherwise you're fine," she replied.

Allison almost replied, but before she did she glanced up at Lisa and realised she was glancing /up./ Lisa didn't look any older or taller than before, and Allison was no taller than her - as usual. She grabbed at her hair, which was long again, and cautiously pawed at her chest. To her relief, there was nothing unusual there. She was back to normal.

"Are you sure you're fine?" Lisa asked her again. "It looks like you had quite a scare."

"I... I did."

"What was it?" Bart asked, excited now. "A monster?"

"Jets of flame from the walls?" Jessica asked.

"No, no... nothing like that."

Bart tried again. "Some kind of floating skulls?"

"An eldrich abomination?" Jessica wondered.

"No!" Allison shook her head. "Nothing like that... just..." She paused as she caught her breath, and wondered how she was going to explain this. She didn't have what happened to her straight in her own head - how could she explain it to the others? "I... just had a bit of a shock," was all she could manage.

"Oh," Lisa said, and Jessica's face sprouted a wide smirk.

"The little baby probably saw a bee," she cooed. "No wonder she got such a big scare." She pursed her lips and reached out to poke Allison's cheek. "It's OK, Alli, you're safe from the big bad bee now..." Bart laughed a little and Allison batted away Jessica's hand, making her laugh out loud.

"It wasn't like that! I'm not a baby!"

"Stop bullying her, Jessica!" Lisa protested, and Jessica only smirked more.

"I knew that old woman had the wrong girl. She should have picked me."

"Well she picked Allison!" Lisa replied. "And I'm glad she did, because she'll be much better for whatever responsibility the guardian has than you will!" Lisa turned back to Allison. "Allison! Were you actually in any danger up there?"

"Not really..." Allison had to admit. The entire scene had been very placid... just disturbing.

"Then I completely believe you can do it!" Lisa earnestly replied.

Allison thought for a moment, and eventually replied. "You're right, I can." The thing that happened to her up there wasn't so unusual... just extremely accelerated.

"And I say the baby can't," Jessica retorted. She raised her head to the ceiling, addressing the crone. "You should send me instead."

"Shut up, Jessica," Allison said, levelly and firmly. "And don't call me a baby." She looked back at Lisa and Bart. "I'm going back up."

"Good luck! I know you'll get an A++!" Lisa replied with a wave.

"Thanks," Allison said, and she stepped back though the door and closed it behind her.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

She started to climb the stairs again, but paused after the first ten or so. The physical changes had been scary enough the first time, but now that she was here again it was the memories that disturbed her more. Unfamiliar memories that seemed entirely comfortable and ordinary - it had seemed like she's been living her life in fast forward and losing track of who she was.

So she prepared a mantra.

"My name is Allison Taylor. I am seven years old. My home is Springfield. My parents are Allan and Sarah Taylor. My best friend is Lisa Simpson."

She repeated it a few times until it was firmly entrenched in her brain and started to ascend. When she reached the first floor she stepped out into the middle of the room and looked at herself in the mirror. She looked the same as ever, no changes yet.

"My name is Allison Taylor. I am eight years old. My home is Springfield, but I'm currently living in Saintsburgh. My parents are Allan and Sarah Taylor. My adopted parents are Rhys and Madelyn Wells, and my adopted brother is Denzil. My best friends are Lisa Simpson and Penny Kilnswork."

Satisfied that she had recited the mantra exactly as originally spoken, Allison smiled. Maybe she could keep her self of sense better this way as she ascended the tower.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

She climbed to the second floor and then the third, reciting the mantra occasionally as she proceeded.

"My name is Allison Taylor. I am ten years old. My home is Springfield, but I'm currently living in Saintsburgh. My birth parents are Allan and Sarah Taylor. My adopted parents are Rhys and Madelyn Wells, and my older brother is Denzil. My best friends are Lisa Simpson and Penny Kilnswork."

On the fourth floor she paused to grimace, and rested her hand on her belly. Those damn cramps again. The part of her brain that remembered her memories were being manipulated wondered about this, until the other half reminded it that her periods had begun three months ago in a most uncomfortable and embarrassing fashion.

Not wanting to remember that, she thought about the tea mom had given her again, and then thought again. Which mom? Taylor or Wells? It had to have been Wells... she couldn't get to Taylor any more...

Tears started to form in her eyes, but she did her best to shut them away. Gods, how she missed her mom and dad! She wasn't just sick due to menstruation... her homesickness was far more powerful. She wished she could talk to her real mom about what was happening to her! Mrs Wells was very nice, but she wasn't Allison's mom! She loved Allison, and Allison loved her, but it wasn't the same, and Madelyn sometimes seemed to treat Allison not as her child but as her compensation for giving birth to a boy.

That was why she was here. She'd stayed in Saintsburgh for four years, but she had to move on and get home! She straightened up purposefully, wiped a tear from her eye, and briskly proceeded toward the next floor.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

After ascending the stairs, she looked around again. This was as far as she'd come last time, the floor where she'd had her little surprise. Swallowing, she marched forward and looked at herself in the mirror.

She looked the same as before. Her hair was still cut short - she'd done that in a fit of pique last year after Dario had pulled her long hair one too many times. It was more practical for playing and running around town doing deliveries anyway, though mom had disapproved. In her opinion, young men would never fall for a short-haired girl. Allison found that quite restrictive, and she wasn't really thinking about that anyway. Not really.

Still, she was thinking of regrowing it.

She cast a wary eye over the rest of her body. Now that the shock had worn off, she found she rather liked it. Taller, and quite skinny. The more she looked at it, the more excited she seemed to get about the future, thinking about the beautiful ballgowns in the shop windows, and the crowds of handsome knights asking to sign her dance card... she half sighed and half shuddered. No. She wasn't embarking on those wild flights of fancy. She was climbing this tower, and keeping her mind in one piece.

Allison reached out and pressed her fingertips against the mirror.

"My name is Allison Taylor. I am twelve years old. I live in Saintsburgh, but I was born in Springfield. My birth parents are Allan and Sarah Taylor. My adopted parents are Rhys and Madelyn Wells, and my older brother is Denzil. My best friends are Lisa Simpson and Penny Kilnswork."

She was sure that was all correct. She just had to keep repeating the mantra.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Secure in her mental state, Allison headed for the exit and ascended the stairs. 52 steps later, she emerged into the room again. She felt tired all over - dad had really been working her like a dog recently. Day after day, she stood in the shop - cutting, mixing, boiling, dissecting and brewing. The little time she had to sit, she had to spend poring over tomes on herbalism or potion making. Denzil may have avoided the family trade because of his enormous talent for magic, but her mom and dad had seen to it - Allison was to be an apothecary.

She made her way to the chair, and sat down to rest her weary legs. Lisa had practically dragged her here after work, adamant that they had to start their journey soon. They'd been here six years after all, but every day was a blur, with so much to keep her busy. Her family depended on her so much now, and with the death of councilman Perri the city's will to sponsor their journey had disappeared. He had ultimately been the only one who *really* believed the prophecy it seemed. Allison didn't know what to think. For the journey, it was now or never.

She rose to her feet, again wondering why she had been picked for the guardian role. The girl in the mirror was not particularly strong. She looked rather mature for her age, her shoulder length brown hair framing an intelligent face. Every day someone told her she was growing rather beautiful, though she tried not to get swept away in their compliments like Jessica would. Regardless, beauty was not a vital quality for a guardian, and she didn't have much of what she did need.

She awkwardly pulled at her dress, adjusting her bosom. It was growing rather tight again. She'd have to have mom adjust the dress again before she left on the journey for real, but for now the slight discomfort would have to be borne, and as everyone told her - it was something to be proud of, not rue.

As she headed for the doorway, a nasty smell caught her nose and she remembered about the apple she'd left under the bed. Ducking down below it she found a disgusting, rotten mass by the bedpost. It seemed that solved the mystery of whether this was a stack of identical rooms or the same room magically repeated.

She was about to leave the thing there, but her potion making texts called to her. Rotten apples were a key component of a vomiting cure, and this would be be extremely potent. She got out her handkerchief, picking up the vile thing and wrapping it up before storing it in her pocket for use back at the shop. Then she resumed her climb, heading up the next flight of stairs.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

At the top she gasped for air, placing her palm on the small of her back and stretching. The climb had been too much, and her back ached under the weight it had to carry. She moved over to the bed and lay down on her side for a rest.

This was foolish. Unless that old woman could magically change her body she was in no condition to be anyone's guardian. By now, her bust had grown a size best described as "uncomfortable," "embarrassing" and "totally unnecessary" and showed no sign of stopping. It was painful and inconvenient, and seemed to evoke the worst reactions in everyone. She got no sympathy from women - Jessica in particular had been glaring at her all the way here - and the men... ugh!

She had to get out of here, out on the road. Somewhere with less people to stare and glare. Away, in the countryside, far from the pervs and the green eyed bitches that seemed to surround her. This journey was a perfect chance to do that, if she could bear to be around Jessica for more than five minutes.

The straw that broke her back had been yesterday, when she'd been chatting in the square with Penny. Dario had taken her aside saying he'd needed to talk to her about something urgent, and then whispered the most vile proposal in her ear.

Her sole reply had been a sharp slap, and then she'd fled before he could recover, hustling over to Penny and walking away with her before Dario could get any ideas.

She sat up on the bed. Boys... they were scum. She'd never understand what was going on in their stupid little hindbrains, but she could definitely live without it. After stretching her back once again, she stood up and headed for the stairs upwards.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

As she arrived on the next floor, she remembered that she hadn't said her mantra in a while. She approached the mirror, and smiled at herself in it. Even she had to admit, she seemed to almost be glowing, but it was hard not to be happy these days.

"My name is Allison Taylo-" she started to say, and then she laughed. How many times had she made that mistake while climbing this tower? That had to be the fifth time, at least!

"My NAME is Allison Aleks!" She said, correcting herself, before continuing. "I am sixteen years old. I live in Saintsburgh, but I was born in Springfield. My birth parents are Allan and Sarah Taylor. My adopted parents are Rhys and Madelyn Wells, and my older brother is Denzil. My husband is... " she let out a dreamy sigh... "Roan Aleks. My best friends are..." she added, but trailed off.

She thought back to the last few days... they'd been both wonderful and really traumatic. Roan had finally proposed to her a month ago - they had only been courting for three months before that, but she knew, in her heart, he was the only one. The apprentice glass-blower had won her heart and she his, and when he'd proposed and given her a copy of "Zi Aposhecolo - Saru, Shoru mi Mahoj" in the original Matan she'd known he loved her more for her intellect than her appearance. She in turn loved his humour, his dedication to his craft, his chivalrous nature... and now that they were married, his tenderness and the feeling of his rough hands against her skin.

She paused for a moment, lost in a daydream, until she thought again of Lisa. She wished Lisa could have been happy for her, but as others had lost interest in making them carry out the journey, Lisa had only grown more adamant.

She'd tried to tell Allison that she was too young to marry, but she disagreed. Maybe in Springfield... but here, sixteen was quite suitable! Queen Edzel had married at thirteen, after all.

She'd tried to tell Allison that she had to get a proper education instead of marrying at an early age. Allison had countered that Roan had given her a copy of "Zi Aposhecolo - Saru, Shoru mi Mahoj!" What kind of better education could an aspiring apothecary ask for?

Lisa, eyes narrowing, had stated that she *wanted to go home.* Surely Allison wanted to get back to Springfield someday.

That had been more difficult for Allison to argue with... inside she was torn. On one hand, her parents were back there - her real parents, but she had left Springfield when she was seven years old and nine years had passed since then. Would she recognise them now? Would they know her when they saw her? And here in Saintsburgh, she had friends, family, and a fiancé who she could not bear to leave. She hoped Lisa would understand that... and give her her blessing.

Lisa had not. Their discussion had deteriorated at that point, phrases like "selfish," "zealot," and "gone native" being banded about, and at the end of it Lisa had found Bart and left on the journey almost immediately. (Nobody knew where Jessica was at this point) She left behind a bitter young woman who'd just seen her childhood best friend abandon her.

Allison wished Lisa had been able to understand how she felt. Maybe she'd find a man on her journey that stopped her in her tracks, head over heels in mutual adoration like Roan had. She didn't know what she was missing.

She looked ahead to the door leading upwards. She wasn't sure why she was doing this, but she supposed it was for Roan. He'd heard about her argument with Lisa, and felt guilty that he'd driven a wedge between them. At the time Allison had been angry enough to let Lisa leave her forever, but she'd come to her senses she she talked to him... even if she didn't join Lisa on her journey, she had to make peace with her. Bart had told her that Lisa was ascending this tower to face some kind of trial, and she had barged past him to climb it herself, and try to catch her.

Wondering about what she would say when she found her friend, the newly-wed woman started climbing the stairs.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

As she climbed to the top step, she felt the bile coming back. Leaning against the frame of the arch, she dug in her pocket for her handkerchief and unwrapped it to get at the vial of nausea remedy she'd prepared in advance. She held it under her nose and took a deep sniff - it smelled disgusting, but unlike other vile scents actually had the effect of reversing sickly feelings.

In less than a minute she was feeling much better, and proceeded across the room, her hand tenderly brushing the slight bump on her belly occasionally.

She hadn't told Roan she was coming here - this ceremony was a secret among the women, who had only told her about it yesterday when she'd first let everyone know about her condition. The goddess Sellini, holy mother of all, sometimes appeared at the top of the Tower of Life, and mothers wishing for a safe birth would be wise to go there and drink from the fountain at the top of the tower.

She started to cross the room, reaching into the fruit bowl as she passed and taking all three of the plums. She could have taken or left the skin and flesh of the fruit, but for some reason she really wanted to crush the pit and eat it. But for now she was missing her mallet, so greedily eating the rest of it would have to do.

Chewing on sweet fruit, carrying new life, she headed for the stairs.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Once on the top step she had to stop and stretch her back. It ached - this was far more movement than she should have been doing. She should be resting now, no doubt the contractions could start at any time, but she needed to have this baby blessed before its birth. She wished she could have done this sooner, but the cold, cold winter had left so much snow on the trail to the tower that it had been inaccessible for months now. Fortunately or unfortunately, the baby had apparently been willing to wait - it was now nearly three weeks since the time the midwives estimated it would arrive.

Sometimes she wondered why she'd let herself become pregnant again. Ralph was a wonderful son, cute as anything and starting to walk and talk on his own now, but she hadn't been in a rush to bear another child just two years after the last. She was constantly kept busy by her curious son and her busy store, which had only grown in stature ever since she'd really started learning Matan and delved deeply into "Zi Aposhecolo." Polo Kilow had been a genius among potion makers, and she wished she could have met the man. His recipes, modified by Allison, were bringing new fame to her family's small apothecary Her parents seemed to be depending on her skill more and more, and sometimes it seemed like she was carrying the entire shop. Adding a son and a new baby to that made it seem like things could be difficult for some time.

Allison waddled over to the mirror, holding her expanded belly in her hands. She groaned to herself - she really was huge. Ralph hadn't made her this heavy, but he had arrived early instead of late. At least she had to be going into labour in the next few days, surely. She wasn't looking forward to it, but she didn't know how much longer she could carry this child like this.

"My name is Allison Aleks, wife of Roan Aleks and mother of Ralph Aleks and..." she petted her tummy and smiled, "to be announced. I am nineteen years old. My home is Saintsburgh, but I am originally from another world. My adopted parents are Rhys and Madelyn Wells, and my older brother is Denzil. My best friend is Penny Wellsman." She was relieved to hear it was still the same mantra. 

She carefully sat on the bed, taking a much-needed rest, and pulled a crushed plum pit out of her bag to break her teeth on. As she sucked and crunched on the pit fragments, she thought again about why she was pregnant again, and had to admit to herself... she wanted a girl. Ralph was a beautiful child but she wanted a little version of herself to raise.

Was that selfish of her? What if it was a boy, or a girl who was quite different from her? Was she just looking for a toy? She'd grown up, but had she never grown out of playing with dolls?

well, it was too late to have second thoughts. This baby was coming, any day now... and she had to get it blessed. She got to her feet and wobbled her way over to the exit, ready to slowly step up the next flight.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

She snuck onto the next floor and looked around. Completely abandoned, just like every other floor.

She probably shouldn't be here, but nobody seemed to be stopping her. In fact, she'd never seen another living thing above the ground floor here, though she'd only been here twice before, and that was a couple of years ago now.

She'd left Ralph and Amelia with her mother while she came out here, and hoped they weren't causing too much trouble. At four and two years old respectively, they had a habit of getting everywhere and upsetting everything - the same as all children, really. She adored them regardless, even though she had to keep her eyes on them constantly while she watched the shop. So many close calls with them upsetting dangerous substances, or expensive ingredients. Her parents left the shop in her care these days so her mother was usually available to look after them, but Allison hated to burden her even though she was supporting most of the family now.

Roan's glasswares and Allison's potions and remedies... these were the businesses that kept this family afloat, and Allison needed to grow business as much as possible, if she was going to support both her children and her parents. Her now worn and well-thumbed copy of "Zi Aposhecolo" could only take her so far - she had to expand on it. She needed new ingredients, new techniques and new recipes.

That was why she was here. When she was pregnant, she had climbed this tower to drink from the fountain at the top. She couldn't be sure if it had had any effect, but rumour said there was something special about the children who were thus blessed... if there was, there had to be something in the water. She closed her hand around some of the vials in her pocket again, and headed for the stairs. If there was anything special about that water, she would find it.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Allison tripped on the top step and fell flat on her face, which made her giggle. She was all over the place, and to make things worse the tower was rocking from side to side in the night darkness whish was not very helpful. She rolled over and tried to figure out ihf she'd tripped over the step or her ballgown or maybe it was both she wasn't sure but it was all good anyway, because the wine had been VERY VERY good and the night had been the best and she'd danced with many handsome men who hadn't even been her husband and drank wine from crystal glasses and worn this ballgown which was the best thing she'd ever worn, and everyone had said "this is Mrs Aleks, the famous genius and famous aposhecoly!" and people had been happy.

And then the stuck up old hag had spoiled everything, by talking about her old husband and that prophecyand she should be out there saving everyone and not here drinking wine from crystal cups and she should be ashamed to be here drinking wine and wearing her ballgown and showing off her bust, and she could never go on the journey now because she wasn't worthy anymore, and Allison had yelled at her for a bit, and then Roan had come to collect her but she had run off to come all the way out here because she could go on that journey if she wanted to, she just hadn't wanted to because she had Roan and Ralph and Amelia and she was a famous aposokelly everyone needed, but now she would because she could and she was going to just to show that old hag with wrinkled boobs who thought she was so shameless that she could and would and was going to. She'd only had a little bit of wine, but it was VERY VERY GOOD and good enough that she'd had more and lost her shoe somewhere on the path.

So she got back up again and walked across the room to the bed and sat down and went to sleep.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

On the next floor, she stood and faced the mirror. She really wasn't sure about what she was doing here, of it would work, but she had to try. She stared at her reflection in the mirror and thought about what she was going to say.

"My name is Allison Aleks. I am twenty four years old. I am married to Roan Aleks, and I am here for his sake. I beg you to intercede on his... no, our behalf, for his sake and the sake of our children who need their father. I offer myself as a substitute if you will accept me."

It was the longest of long shots, but every other option she had had turned her away. The draft would take Roan to war against the rising Demian horde, and he wasn't a soldier. He was facing the prospect with courage, but she was terrified for him. He could easily end up dead, or return as a broken, changed man. Ralph needed his Pops, and Amelia needed her Papa,and Allison needed his hand in hers like it had been for the last ten years, because she *couldn't do this alone!*

And if one of them had to go, it should be her. She was long overdue for a journey anyway, even if it wasn't in Bart and Lisa's company. In the pit of her stomach, she had the sinking feeling she owed this goddess something more, and maybe it was time to pay her debt.

Allison looked to the stairs at the other side of the room. She had to be nearing the top of this tower by now. She hadn't been keeping count, but she must have ascended at least a dozen floors. She wished she could remember how tall this place had been during her maternity visits, but those memories were fuzzy. Something about this place played with your mind, making you forget what the upper levels were like, leaving only a vague idea. No doubt as she descended the tower today she would forget about this moment, but for now she had to worry about reaching the top in time. She purposefully strode toward the archway and started to ascend to the next floor.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Her stomach danced nervously as she entered this same room once again, and Allison tried to shake the feeling of anxiety she'd been battling all morning. She needed to talk to this goddess, the only possible link she still had with Lisa. Though they were far apart, Allison had been able to depend on receiving a letter from Lisa. She'd received one at least every six months for the last ten years - long tales of the most incredible sights, and the strangest places. Of deserts with magically charged winds, of Nulian kingdoms where illusionary fire danced along the rooftops of the temples, of vast elven cities built around enormous spawning grounds filled with more children than they could count and dark caves full of giant spiders who fed by going fishing in a vast underwater lake.

What Lisa never spoke of were the battles and constant hardship, though Allison could read between the lines.

But then... fourteen months ago, the last letter had arrived. It had been cheerful and chatty - she spoke optimistically about finally bringing an end to their ten year journey - soon, she'd be able to return to Saintsburgh to see her. Soon, everything would be over. Soon, there would be parades, and feasts... maybe even a return to Springfield if she still wanted to go.

But at the end of the letter was something Allison had not seen from Lisa before.

"I wanted to say... I wanted to say I don't blame you for staying there and raising a family. That was your choice, and think I finally respect and truly understand that. If I don't return to Springfield... I may do the same. 

There's another letter inside this one. If this doesn't work... please send it to the person on the envelope. Thank you, for always being my friend. Your friend, Lisa Simpson."

Allison had glanced at the letter, addressed to Markus Pelow in Téoh, and had to go sit down in the darkroom for a while with her head in her hands, lest her children see her cry.

A month later the first reports had started arriving about the rise of the Demians. She hadn't connected that to Lisa's last letter at all until recently. Now she needed, NEEDED to contact her, and the only power that could do something like that was divine.

She walked over to the window. Outside Saintsburgh went about its business, still busy though not as bustling as it once was. There were very few men outside, the draft having claimed most of them, her Roan included.

She truly loved this place. She had status here, and a fine city in which to raise her children. Ralph was eight now, and a handful... without his father he was acting out, playing war with the other boys in rougher and rougher ways, but he was an intelligent and thoughtful boy, exactly the son she could have asked for. Meanwhile his sister Amelia was six years old and precious, so precious to her. Her hair was brown and as long as it had been when Allison was her age, and she was already reading and writing better than a girl twice her age. Allison had even caught her leafing through "Zi Aposhecolo," trying to make sense of its strange Matan script and intricate diagrams. She was a neat and conscientious child, who kept her good dresses in pristine condition.

The two of them had spent many hours listening to their mother talk about her old world, about the massive towers made entirely of glass (Roan had also been interested in this) and the streams of lightning and light that brought heat, sound and letters straight to a house in seconds from the other side of the world. They accepted these stories in the same way that they would when she talked about pixies and Princess Glorinala, but she always promised she'd take them to her world and show them it someday. That had been the most solemn promise she'd ever made.

But what had she done to bring it to fruition?

She looked at herself in the mirror. A twenty-five year old woman looked back at her. Signs of stress and overwork were showing on her face and in her hair. She was caring for her children alone now, and working harder than ever in the shop - the army, on its distant battlefield, depended on a constant supply of remedies, balms, poultices and poisons developed by her to operate. She had brought on several staff members but this had only increased production, not cut hours, and she was frequently exhausted. An ugly chemical burn on the back of her hand attested to how difficult the last year had been.

She still had some beauty though... her bust was still large, though the rest of her body had started to catch up with it. Her figure had never recovered after her pregnancies, leaving her broad-hipped and a little bloated, with a stomach that was covered in stretch marks. She seemed unable to shed weight no matter how much she tried, to her mild annoyance, and...

She caught herself mid thought.

"Damn you, Allison... Lisa could be... she could be in dire straits, and you're worrying about the size of your thighs," she said to herself, and wondered if she'd had it wrong all this time. She would never, ever regret falling in love with Roan and having her two beautiful children - they were the light of her life and she could not imagine living without them, but had she really neglected something that was tremendously important? Had she been a selfish fool all this time?

Was it already too late?

She hurried toward the stairs. There was no time to waste.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

The room was dark. Outside, not a single living thing stirred in the city.

Allison staggered to the top of the stairs, holding the heavy bundle against her bosom. The tracks of tears glistened on her cheeks, and temporary madness drove her. From her hiding place on the hillside outside town she'd seen it all - the siege set up, the drums, the drums, endlessly thudding and booming. She'd only left town for a little bit, only left to gather ingredients from the forest - herbs, bark, and the contents of her traps. Three of them outside the city, impotent against the great horde before her.

The drums... for two hours the creatures had stood there, drumming, and then a low chant began, rising in intensity and volume, dark and timeless, a prayer to some unknown god. Over and over, for almost an hour it crashed over the city but the Demians never took a step toward the gate.

Then the wind started to blow. Not moving air, but moving souls... a tornado of spirits in the centre of the city, screaming and howling in agony. It grew, expanded, sweeping over the city until the entire thing was covered, and then it grew again to encompass the Demian army, who with a final jubilant chant dropped to the ground as one.

The rest was a blur. The long run to the city, stepping over the corpses of the demians, and the rush though the deathly quiet city streets, it was all meaningless... but Allison clearly remembered entering her parent's house to find her daughter lying in her grandmother's arms, her thumb in her mouth and her eyes wide and glassy.

She had howled, and wept, and screamed until her voice died in her throat. She had, in her madness, looked for the rat poison and almost ate it, searched for the scalpel and almost slit her veins, climbed to the roof and almost jumped, but in the end all she did was sit and hold her baby... her precious, beautiful baby, so sweet, seven years old. Her face like looking back in time, her eyes still wide but unfocused. She was asleep. She was asleep! The smallest glimmer of warmth remained in her body, even behind those blue lips, and it could be restored!

"Zi Aposhecolo - Saru, Shoru mi Mahoj!" It held the answers! It had always held all the answers! She had read it cover to cover, memorised it, and improved on it, but there had to be some something she'd missed! She threw it open, and started to read.

Several hours later she emptied the acid onto it, watching the paper bubble and burn. Then, picking up her daughter she had clutched her to her breast, where she'd held her so long ago, and set out for the tower.

A goddess could bring her baby back. A goddess of motherhood, and the care of children, and eternal, unthinking love. Any price, any cost... take her eyes! Take her legs! Kill her and damn her to hell forever! But bring her BABIES back!

------------------------------------------------------------------------

She radiated fury, at odds with her placid surroundings. A great garden lay before her, open to the air at the top of the tower, and a fountain in the centre gurgled forth a stream of crystal clear water. Allison put a hand on the sword she wore at her belt - a sword she had no business carrying, as she had no idea how to use it. Allison Aleks approached the fountain, eyes darting anxiously, worried that she would be found and worried that she would not.

"You will not need that weapon here," a calm voice said from behind her, and Allison spun to face it. A naked woman stood before her. She appeared to be slightly younger than Allison, and her belly was swollen.

This was Sellini, goddess of the moon, motherhood and sea fishing; and the thing in her belly was the new world, waiting to be born after Armon burnt this one down to the last cinder. Allison could not help but notice Sellini was in the last stages of childbearing...

Allison stared at the goddess for a moment, lost in awe, and then drew her sword. She poked the tip of it into the flagstones and knelt by it, resting her head on the pommel.

"O most Holy Mother Sellini... My name is Allison Aleks. I am 27 years old. My children, Ralph and Amelia are dead. My husband is, most likely, dead. My best friend is dead..." she said, chocking back tears, "and it's all my fault! I did not attend when I should have. I let fear guide me when I should have been brave, and let my heart rule me when I should have used my head, and let protectiveness get in the way of protection. I submit myself to your judgement and, if it pleases you, your service... and I ask you..."

She looked up.

"Though I do not deserve it, please, grant me a chance for vengeance!"

Allison averted her eyes again, and there was a lengthy silence.

"Stand up, dear sister," Sellini said. Blinking, Allison rose to her feet and regarded the goddess. "So it is revenge that you come here seeking this year. I have seen more of you lately than anyone else, though I doubt that you remember it."

Allison tried to make sense of this. "What do you mean?"

"You will understand soon, but first let me ask you... how many times have you climbed this tower?"

Allison looked up at the goddess in surprise and thought to herself for a moment.

"Twice," she eventually answered. "Once while pregnant with Ralph, and once while bearing Amelia."

"You can't lie to a Goddess," Sellini sternly replied. "Are you sure you're not forgetting anything?"

Allison cringed in shame, and bowed her head.

"I'm sorry... forgive me! I also came here to take water from your fountain, once."

"And?"

"I might have come here while drunk. I'm honestly not sure... I'm sorry, I'm sorry..."

"Alcohol makes mortals do things without properly considering them," Sellini responded kindly. "As the goddess of motherhood, I'm well aware of that." Allison tried not to laugh... she couldn't tell if Sellini was joking or not. "But I am curious. What did your analysis of my fountain's water tell you? What special properties does it have?"

The mortal woman stood up and swallowed nervously. "None... none that I could detect. It was just water. I had written its reputation off as a placebo effect."

"That is exactly right," Sellini replied, and Allison gasped.

"Really?"

"This tower has special properties," the goddess explained. "As a mortal ascends it, she gains insights into the future. She picks up memories from her future self... even physically changes, to fit her memories. Descending reverses the effect, her body returning to how it was at the ground floor and her new memories evaporating... but a small echo of them remains."

"The purpose of this tower is to introduce new mothers to their faults, and warn them of things that will go wrong in raising their children. In ascending and descending this tower, they discover how fit they are to be mothers at all, learn how to improve, and these lessons remain when they depart. The water is just a lure - their children are blessed because they are more skilled mothers. That is the primary purpose of this tower."

Allison could only gawp as this was explained. She stood there, and listened attentively.

"You remember coming here only four times prior to this, but in truth, between them Allison Taylor and Allison Aleks have climbed this tower seventeen times."

Allison gasped again.

"Seventeen?" she exclaimed. "That's impossible!"

"It is impossible because twelve of these times, you would have become my avatar and left on your journey. Your memories are of the Allison who chose not to ascend this tower any of those twelve times. She had eight opportunities before her wedding but did not come because she was too afraid. She could have ascended shortly after her wedding to chase her friend, but did not because she was too hurt and angry. And she could have ascended when her husband was drafted, her friend's letters stopped, or her children were killed... but she feared she would be turned away. In your memories, she chose the path of least resistance, every time."

Allison's face fell and she sank to her knees. It was true... all of it was true, she had even said as much when she arrived, but hearing it from the goddess' mouth make it unbearably harsh.

"I am sorry," Sellini said. "I do not mean to be cruel... so allow me to speak words of comfort."

"The truth is, you are the bravest and boldest of all the Allisons." Allison looked up at Sellini, confused and stunned.

"Her name was Allison Taylor. She was seven years old. Her home was Springfield. her parents are Allan and Sarah Taylor. Her best friend was Lisa Simpson."

"What...?"

"You are the Allison who climbed the tower at seven years old. In climbing my tower, you have seen twenty years of your life pass. Each floor you ascended brought you forward to a later time you could have potentially climbed my tower - but all of them were merely potential, sometimes fulfilled, sometimes not. Now, finally, you have reached the point where climbing this tower is unavoidable and inevitable."

She stared into Allison's eyes.

"The point where your pain and anger focuses into a sword that screams to strike out against evil. Where your guilt and despair become a shield that will not let any others be harmed."

Allison stared at the ground, trying to make sense of this. It was still twenty years ago. In truth, she was still seven years old and her friends downstairs would still be children, but as she had climbed the tower she had been given the body and memories of an adult. And she could remember that! She had climbed the tower sixteen times, but the memories all conflicted with each other, most of them were mutually exclusive. Was she going mad? Had anything really happened at all? A great feeling of dismay and horror stole over her.

"No... none of the last twenty years happened?" Her heart was tearing in two. "My husband... my children... were they all fake? Have I been living a lie you constructed for twenty years?"

"No! They were real! Real in every way!" Sellini insisted. "Allison Taylor climbed the tower and became the guardian. But she also avoided the tower for twenty years, growing up, marrying, and raising a family! They were both true, and so were all the other possibilities! All real, and equally valid!" She knelt down beside Allison. "Mortals see reality as a single constant stream of memories, but the gods see all memories. There are more possibilities than even we can properly comprehend, but I assure you as someone who has witnessed it all... your memories of your family are as real as the foundations of this tower!"

"Then WHY?" Allison practically wailed, clutching her head in her hands and curling up on the floor. "Why did you give me these memories? Why did you make me live for twenty pointless years? Why did I have to marry? Why did I have to have my babies, only to see them die?"

Sellini did not reply for some time.

"I am sorry," she eventually said. "This could never have been fair to you. But I will try to answer.

"You needed to become an adult. Only the girls chosen for the journey can travel together, so one of them must become an adult who is familiar with this world to act as their guide and guardian. You were chosen to be the most suitable for this role. You had to experience these twenty years because the alternative would be too cruel. It was in our power to instantly change your body to that of an adult, but this would have left you lost and afraid, hopelessly ill-prepared to face an adult's world. You had to grow up normally.

"The second reason was that you needed to understand the consequences of failure. The entire world hangs in the balance, your journey the fulcrum on which everything sits. As guardian, the responsibility for protecting the others and the need to keep them from straying off the path falls on your shoulders. Do you know the reason why you reached the top of this tower after twenty years?"

"No," Allison quietly said. "Why?"

Sellini placed a hand on her belly, wherein the new world slept. "My labour quickly approaches. If you do not succeed, there will not be a twenty-first year for this world."

There was a lengthy silence.

"You feel betrayed, and you have been. As a girl, you stepped forward with courage, and as you grew older you were motivated only by love for your family. In reality you did nothing wrong, and yet the world has rejected you. In truth, the gods do not deserve your service.

"But not all is lost. The disasters you witnessed are still yet to happen here. Do you still wish for vengeance against all kinds of evil?" Lightning started to crackle around her. "I am the goddess of motherhood, and it falls under my remit to punish those who would kill a child. I can empower you to do so."

Allison sat up, and raised her sword to inspect its blade. It was old and rusted, a sword she had found by the wayside.

"I do," she grimly replied. For all that she was shaken by the truth, it had not dulled her determination.  "I dedicate myself to the eradication of evil in your name, if you will accept my services."

"But when you started to ascend this tower you wished only to protect your friends. Which shall it to be?" Sellinni stood before Allison, and bade her to kneel before her, which Allison did. "The child's wish for protection, or the adult's wish for revenge? Who are you, really?"

Allison fell quiet and still. Lost in thought, she pondered this question and found no answers. In a way, she was still a child, just one that had been turned into an adult, and it would be bliss to return to that innocence and optimism now, but her memories were too vivid to dismiss. There was no possibility that she could ever discard her family, and her screaming need for vengeance, but was that any way to live?

After a long time, she felt she had an answer.

"Neither... let me seek measured justice. The shield for those who need it, and the sword for those who deserve it. I will use both, to protect my friends in memory of my husband and children. I will be both the child I was and the woman I must be."

"An excellent reply," Sellini replied. She gestured to the side with her hand, and a gleaming white longsword appeared with a crack of thunder and burst of lightning. "I accept your services. You shall be my avatar, protector of children and this world," she placed a hand on her belly, "it is, after all, my previous daughter."

She held up the sword.

"I did not tell you the most important reason why you had to ascend my tower. As I already said, humans perceive reality as a rapid stream of memories, but the divine see all possibilities and events equally. By ascending my tower, you have gained at least two sets of equally valid but conflicting memories... a gateway into the divine without which I could not enter your heart. You shall be Lady Allison Aleks, Paladin of Sellini, holy Avatar-General of the armies of Saintsburgh and wielder of Illumine Close your eyes and accept."

Shaking, she did so, and the world turned white.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lisa sat with her back to the wall next to the grim metal door Allison had entered an hour ago. She had not heard a single sound from up there, and was duly worried. What kind of test was she facing in there? She hoped her friend was all right.

Bart and Jessica had started to bicker and argue half an hour ago, and now sat sullenly at opposite ends of the room. None of them were very happy - facing a long journey alone in a strange land was enough to unnerve any of them, and neither Bart nor Jessica had much faith in Allison.

"Hey, what's that?" Bart asked, and Lisa looked up. A glimmer of light had appeared in the centre of the room, and it flashed and grew rapidly, forcing Lisa to shade her eyes. When the light faded, she squinted toward the centre of the room and saw a woman standing there. She wore heavy plate armour - it was coloured pale blue with gold accents, elegantly and extravagantly designed but entirely practical and very heavy... but she did not seem weighed down by it at all. She must have been incredibly strong.

A long red cape hung from her shoulders, and she wore a burgundy dress underneath her breastplate and cuisse which came down to knee level. Thick leather and metal boots were on her feet, and her arms wore heavy greaves and rounded pauldrons over long leather gloves.

Lisa should have been shocked to see this person suddenly appear, but she wasn't... until she looked up and saw the woman's face. It was immediately familiar -  friendly, fiercely intelligent eyes surrounded by long brown hair.

"A... Allison?" Lisa said to herself, and she heard gasps from Jessica and Bart.

"Hi..." the woman said.

"Allison!?!" Jessica yelled in disbelief.

"That's me," the woman replied nervously.

"But..." Jessica protested. "You're a grown up!"

"Yes."

"You're some kind of knight!" Lisa yelled.

"I am."

"Holy cow," Bart said. "You're a MILF!"

"Bart!" Lisa practically screamed at her brother as Jessica tried to stifle some laughter. "Do you even know what that means?"

"It means she's good looking, right?" he replied.

"Not exactly," Allison replied. "And I don't want to hear you use that word again!" Allison hadn't heard that word for at least 20 years and she hadn't known what it meant before then, but she was pretty sure it wasn't good.

The three children drew closer to her, and Allison squatted down onto her haunches.

"Allison..." Lisa said. "Is that really you? What happened to you?"

"The test was much longer and more difficult than it seemed, but don't worry... I'm all right," Allison replied. "I'm still me," she added, "It's just... I'm your guardian now."

She looked at Bart and Lisa. A boy and a girl, one two years older than the other. Hers to look after.

Possessed by painful memories, she lurched forward and wrapped her arms around them, holding them against her as tightly as she could. Her greaves clattered against the stone floor as she sank to her knees and hugged them.

"Don't worry... I know you're scared, but I promise... I SWEAR... everything is going to be fine. I don't let anything hurt you, ever. I'll be here to watch over you," - she looked up at Jessica - "all of you."

"Allison..." Jessica quietly said. "You're crying."

Surprised, Allison gently let go of Bart and Lisa, and wiped her tears. "Like a baby, right Jessica?" she said, trying to raise a laugh. "I'm sorry... I must seem so strange to you." The three children nodded silently. "I'll explain everything some day... but for now, we have to get moving. There's a village a few miles from here called Elderwood. We can easily make it before dark if we leave soon, and then there are coaches we can catch tomorrow morning to take us to Trafa." She stood up straight, forcing them to crane their heads to see her. "I'll go dismiss Kirie, you grab your bags."

The three kids looked uneasily at each other as Allison marched away. Each of them was fairly sure she was the real thing... but they were lost about how to respond to this stranger they knew so well.

